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narratives furnish modes of closure that give a sense of naturalness to the
ethnicized nation.

Others attribute to ethnicity a greater sociological reality. Rogers Brubaker,
for example, shows how, in contrast to the more civic French conception of
the nation which sought to assimilate minorities, Germany adhered to a
markedly ethno-cultural understanding, with profound consequences for
their contrasting approaches to immigration and naturalization policies. In
the Middle East ethnicity is an essential part of the fabric of society. Bassam
Tibi argues that we should understand ethnies as including the centrifugal
forces of the stateless, segmentary ‘tribe’, which has traditionally been pitted
against the state. There are also important economic ramifications of ethnic
groups. Walter Zenner explores some of these in relation to ‘middlemen
minorities” and various economic theories of their functions in the modern
labour market. For Zenner, it is less their economic than their social and
cultural properties that distinguish and explain their activities and persistence
over the centuries. This links ethnicity in the modern world with pre-modern
ethnic ties and sentiments.

NATHAN GLAZER AND DANIEL P. MOYNIHAN

Beyond the Melting Pot

Perhaps the meaning of ethnic labels will yet be erased in America. But it has
not yet worked out this way in New York. It is true that immigrants to this
country were rapidly transformed, in comparison with immigrants to other
countries, that they lost their language and altered their culture. It was
reasonable to believe that a new American type would emerge, a new
nationality in which it would be a matter of indifference whether a man was
of Anglo-Saxon or German or Italian or Jewish origin, and in which indeed,
because of the diffusion of populations through all parts of the country and all
levels of the social order, and because of the consequent close contact and
intermarriage, it would be impossible to make such distinctions. This may
still be the most likely result in the long run. After all, in 1960 almost half of
New York City’s population was still foreign-born or the children of foreign-
born. Yet it is also true that it is forty years since the end of mass immigration,
and new processes, scarcely visible when our chief concern was with the great
masses of immigrants and the problems of their Americanization,” now
emerge to surprise us. The initial notion of an American melting pot did
not, it seems, quite grasp what would happen in America. At least it did not
grasp what would happen in the short run, and since this short run encom-
passes at least the length of a normal lifetime, it is not something we can
ignore.

It is true that language and culture are very largely lost in the first and
second generations, and this makes the dream of ‘cultural pluralism’—of a
new Italy or Germany or Ireland in America, a League of Nations established
in the New World—as unlikely as the hope of a ‘melting pot.” But as the
groups were transformed by influences in American society, stripped of their
original attributes, they were recreated as something new, but still as identifi-
able groups. Concretely, persons think of themselves as members of that
group, with that name; they are thought of by others as members of that
group, with that name; and most significantly, they are linked to other
members of the group by new attributes that the original immigrants would
never have recognized as identifying their group, but which nevertheless
serve to mark them off, by more than simply name and association, in the
third generation and even beyond.

The assimilating power of American society and culture operated on
immigrant groups in different ways, to make them, it is true, something they
had not been, but still something distinct and identifiable. The impact of
assimilating trends on the groups is different in part because the groups are
different—Catholic peasants from Southern Italy were affected differently, in
the same city and the same time, from urbanized Jewish workers and
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merchants from Eastern Burope. We cannot even begin to indicate how
various were the characteristics of family structure, religion, economic
experience and attitudes, educational experience and attitudes, political out-
look that differentiated groups from such different backgrounds. Obviously,
some American influences worked on them in common and with the same
effects. But their differences meant they were open to different parts of
American experience, interpreted it in different ways, used it for different
ends. In the third generation, the descendants of the immigrants confronted
each other, and knew they were both Americans, in the same dress, with the
same language, using the same artifacts, troubled by the same things, but
they voted differently, had different ideas about education and sex, and were
still, in many essential ways, as different from one another as their grand-
fathers had been.

The initial attributes of the groups provided only one reason why their
transformations did not make them all into the same thing. There was
another reason—and that was the nature of American society itself, which
could not, or did not, assimilate the immigrant groups fully or in equal
degree. Or perhaps the nature of human society in general. It is only the
experience of the strange and foreign that teaches us how provincial we are. A
hundred thousand Negroes have been enough to change the traditional
British policy of free immigration from the colonies and dominions. Japan
finds it impossible to incorporate into the body of its society anyone who
does not look Japanese, or even the Koreans, indistinguishable very often in
appearance and language from Japanese. And we shall test the racial attitudes
of the Russians only when there are more than a few Negroes passing
through as curiosities; certainly the inability of Russians to get over anti-
Semitism does not suggest they are any different from the rest of mankind. In
any case, the word ‘American’ was an unambiguous reference to nationality
only when it was applied to a relatively homogeneous social body consisting
of immigrants from the British Isles, with relatively small numbers from
nearby European countries. When the numbers of those not of British origin
began to rise, the word American’ became a far more complicated thing,
Legally, it meant a citizen. Socially, it lost its identifying power, and when you
asked a man what he was (in the United States), American’ was not the
answer you were looking for. In the United States it became a slogan, a
political gesture, sometimes an evasion, but not a matter-of-course, concrete
social description of a person. Just as in certain languages a word cannot stand
alone but needs some particle to indicate its function, so in the United States
the word American’ does not stand by itself. If it does, it bears the additional
meaning of patriot, ‘authentic’ American, critic and opponent of ‘foreign’
ideologies.

The original Americans became “old’ Americans, or ‘old stock,” or “white
Anglo-Saxon Protestants,” or some other identification which indicated they
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were not immigrants or descendants of recent immigrants. These original
Americans already had a frame in their minds, which became a frame in
reality, that placed and ordered those who came after them. Those who were
like them could easily join them. It was important to be white, of British
origin, and Protestant. If one was all three, then even if one was an immi-
grant, one was really not an immigrant, or not for long.

Thus, even before it knew what an Italian or Jew or an Irishman was like,
the American mind had a place for the category, high or low, depending on
color, on religion, on how close the group was felt to be the Anglo-Saxon
center. There were peculiarities in this placing. Why, for example, were the
Germans placed higher than the Irish? There was of course an interplay to
some extent between what the group actually was and where it was placed,
and, since the German immigrants were less impoverished than the Irish
and somewhat more competent craftsmen and farmers, this undoubtedly
affected the old American’s image of them. Then ideology came in to
emphasize the common links between Englishmen and Germans, who, even
though they spoke different languages, were said to be really closer to each
other than the old Americans were to the English-speaking, but Catholic and
Celtic, Irish. If a group’s first representatives were cultured and educated,
those who came after might benefit, unless they were so numerous as to
destroy the first image. Thus, German Jews who arrived in the 1840’s and
1850’s benefited from their own characteristics and their link with Germans,
until they were overwhelmed by the large number of East European Jewish
immigrants after 1880. A new wave of German Jewish immigrants, in the
1930’s, could not, regardless of culture and education, escape the low position
of being Jewish.’

The ethnic group in American society became not a survival from the age of mass
immigration but a new social form. One could not predict from its first arrival
what it might become or, indeed, whom it might contain. The group is not a
purely biological phenomenon. The Irish of today do not consist of those
who are descended from Irish immigrants. Were we to follow the history of
the germ plasm alone—if we could—we should find that many in the group
really came from other groups, and that many who should be in the group are
in other groups. The Protestants among them, and those who do not bear
distinctively Irish names, may now consider themselves, and be generally
considered, as much ‘old American’ as anyone else. The Irish-named offspring
of German or Jewish or Italian mothers often find that willy-nilly they have
become Irish. It is even harder for the Jewish-named offspring of mixed
marriages to escape from the Jewish group; neither Jews nor non-Jews will
let them rest in ambiguity.

Parts of the group are cut off, other elements join the group as allies.
Under certain circumstances, strange as it may appear, it is an advantage to be
able to take on a group name, even of a low order, if it can be made to fit, and
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if it gives one certain advantages! It is better in Oakland, California, to be a
Mexican than an Indian, and so some of the few Indians call themselves, at
certain times, for certain occasions, ‘Mexicans.’ In the forming of ethnic
groups subtle distinctions are overridden; there is an advantage to belonging
to a big group, even if it is looked down upon. West Indian Negroes achieve
important political positions, as representatives of Negroes; Spaniards and
Latin Americans become the representatives of Puerto Ricans; German Jews
rose to Congress from districts dominated by East European Jews.

Ethnic groups then, even after distinctive language, customs, and culture
are lost, as they largely were in the second generation, and even more fully in
the third generation, are continually recreated by new experiences in Amer-
ica. The mere existence of a name itself is perhaps sufficient to form group
character in new situations, for the name associates an individual, who
actually can be anything, with a certain past, country, race. But as a matter
of fact, someone who is Irish or Jewish or Italian generally has other traits
than the mere existence of the name that associates him with other people
attached to the group. A man is connected to his group by ties of family and
friendship. But he is also connected by ties of interest. The ethnic groups in
New York are also interest groups. :

This is perhaps the single most important fact about ethnic groups in New
York City. When one speaks of the Negroes and Puerto Ricans, one also
means unorganized and unskilled workers, who hold poorly paying jobs in
the laundries, hotels, restaurants, small factories or who are on relief. When
one says Jews, one also means small shopkeepers, professionals, better-paid
skilled workers in the garment industries. When one says Italians, one also
means homeowners in Staten Island, the North Bronx, Brooklyn, and
Queens.

[Beyond the Melting Pot (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1963), 12-17.]
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Ethnicity and Social Change

Most societies in the world today are “plural societies.” By plural societies, I
simply mean the existence of segmented sociological groups which can
establish effective cultural and political cohesion within the society and make
cultural, economic, or political claims on the society, on the basis of that
group identity." Sometimes these cohesions are direct and primordial; some-
times these cohesions are created out of adversary conflicts.

In most countries, and this has been true historically, the plural society was
a product of conquest in which various minority groups were subjugated by
force and incorporated into a society. In North America, however, the plural



