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Everything You Ever Wanted to Know
About Assimilation But Were Afraid
To Ask

SEBY CrNTENNIAL bEstox the first and lase decades of the

twentieth century have been eras of large-scale immi-

gration (sce figures 1 and 2} During the first decade of
the twentieth century, the United States saw the arrival of what
was then the largest wave of immigration in history when a
total of 8,795,386 immigrants, the vast majority of them Euro-
pean peasants, entered the country. By the 1990s, the wave of
“new immigration” (which began in 1965) peaked when about
a million new immigrants were arriving in the United States
cach vear. By 1998 the United States had over 25 million
immigrants, setting a new historic record.!

Two dominant features characterize this most recent wave of
immigration: its intensity {the immigrant population grew by 30
pereent between 1990 and 19970 and the somewhar radical
shift in the sources of new immigration: up to 1950, nearly 90
percent of Al immigrants were Europeans or Canadians; today
over 50 pereent of all immigrants are from Latin America, and
27 pereent are trom Asia (see table 1.

The recent LS experience is part of a broader—indecd,
global—dvnamic of mtensified transnational immigration. As
we enter the twentvetirst century, the worldwide immigrant
population is over 100 million people—plus an estimated 20 to
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30 million refugees. And these numbers reveal only the tip ot a
much Larger immigravon iceberg: by tar the majoricy of immi-
erants and refugees remam within the confines of the “develop
ing world” i mdividual nation-states. China, for example, has
an estimated 100 million internal migrants.”

It s not surprising, theny that in recent vears there has been
renewed meerest i basic rescarch and policy in the ficld of
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minngranon. While there is now robust scholarly activity on
SOMe aspects ol immigration—tor example, its economic causes
and consequences—the scholarship on other important tacets is
somewhat anennc. For example, we know comparatively lictle
about the long terni adapracions ot immigrant children—the
fastest growmy sector of the child population i the United
States. Data and conceptual work on their health, schooling,
and transivion to the world of work are quite mited.* So is the
work on the cultural processes of change generated by large-
scale mmmgration. This 1s e pare because labor cconomists,
demographers, and sociologists have set the tone of the current
rescarch agenda-—while anthropologists, psychologists, legal
scholars, and scholars of che health sciences have played a
more modest role.

Largescale mmmigranion is at once the cause and conse-
quence of protound socal, cconomie, and cualtural transforma-
vons. 1eas mmportant to ditferentiate analyocally berween the
two. While the clamm nas been made that there are powertul
ceonomic imterests i having a large pool of forcign workers (a
major cause of Lkorge-scale immigranon), immigration neverthe-
fess generates anxicties and at times even fans the fires of
xenophobia aimajor consequence of large-scale immigration).
Two broad concerns have set the parameters of the debate over
immigsaton scholarship and policy in the United States and
Furope: the cconomic and the sociocultural consequences of
large-scale tmnngration.

Recent ceonomic argaments have largely focused on 1) the
impact ot large-scale immigraton on the wages of native work-
ers (Do amnugrants depress the wages of native, especially
mimoriy, workcrs?), 2) dhe fiscal implications of large-scale
imnigravon (Do ymmigrants “pay their way”™ taxwise, or are
they a burden, consuming morce in publicly funded services than
they contribute?i. and 31 the redundancy of immigrants, espe-
aally poorly cducated and low-skilled workers, in new knowl-
cdge-intensive cconomies that are tar less labor intensive than
the mdustrial cconomies of yesterday.”

Reducing the complexities of the new immigration to eco-
nomic tactors can, of course, be limiting. Indeed, there is an
emerging consensus that the economic implications of large-
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RETHINKING ASSINHEATTON

Oldideas abour immigrant “assunifation™ and “acculeuration™—
tiese articulated to make sense of the experiences of the trans-
atlantic mgrants ot a century ago—have naturally been dusted
oft and tried out on the new arrivals. Butin this case, applying
the ofd o the new s nor simphy acreflex, a kind of intellectual
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laziness. Rather, | ehink it suggests that thinking abouc immi
eration m the United States is always, explicitly or implicitly, a
comparative exercise: the here and now of the “new immigra
ton” versuas what, tor Jack of a better term, we might call the
“myvthico-historic™ record. This is a record in which equal
parts ot tact, myth, and tantasy combine to produce a powerful
cultural narrative along the following fines: poor but hard-
working Furopean peasants, pulling themselves up by their
hootstraps, willingly gave up their counterproductive old-world
views, values, and fanguages—if not their accents!—rto become
prosperous, proud, and loyal Americans.?

Because the United Stares 1s arguably the only postindustrial
democracy in the world where immigration 1s at once history
and destiny, every new wave of immigration reactivates an

crernal quesnon: How do the “new™ immigrants measure up to
the “old™2 This was asked one hundred vears ago when the
“new ™ immigrants were rishy Trahians, and Eastern Furopeans
and the “old™ immigrants were English (see figure 2. The
recurring answer to that question is somewhat predicrable.
New immigrants olieavs tail the comparative test by falling
short of the mythico-historic standards set by carlier immi-
grants. Hence, the most basic rule governing public attitudes
about immigration: we love immigrants at a safe historical
distance but are much more ambivalent abour those joining us
now.”’

It i~ hardly surprising, then, what questions many are asking
today: Are the new immigrants of color recreating the struc-
tures of the foundatonal mythico-historic narrative—the gram-
mar ot which was articulated i Irish, lealian, and Eastern
Furopean aceents on the streets and docks ot the Lower East
Side of Manhattan one hundred vears ago? Or is today’s un-
precedented racial and culrural diversity—think of the over one
hundred fanguages now spoken by immigrant children in New
York City schools—generating an entirely new script? Is what
we hear today an imcomprehensible Babelesque story, which s
not onfv unlike anvehing we have heard before but is quite
likely to contribute to our already polarized race relations and
chronic ~underclass™ problems? Witl today’s new arrivals turn
out to be like our mythical immigrant ancestors and assimilate,
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becommy loval and proud Americans? Or, converselv, wiil thic
by the sheer foree of thein numbers redetine what it is to be an
Ymerican?

Much of the acaivoe —as well as the emotional-—tramework

For approachoy the topic of immigration was developed as the

=

then-vounz naton was in the process of metabolizing the gre
transatlanne Luropean mimigration wave of a centory oy,
Ideas abour =assifavion™ and “acculturavon,™ terms often
used mterchangeably, were tirst introduced i the social s

ences o examine the processes ot social and cutrural change set
roniotion as annigrants began then second journey: their tiscr-
ton mto mainstream American life.™ The basie theme mothe
narraisnes o Tassimilation™ and tacculturation” theories that

cune to donimate the social saiences predicted thar g

o sets i moton a process of change thar is direction:
mdeed unilinear, sonreversible, and continuous.
Phe directnion or aim ot the process was said o be “structural

assumfarion™ (rvpreally operationalized i terms of social el

tons and participarion in the opportunity structures and S
culturation™ tovpically operavonalized i terms ot language,
values, and cultaral Wdendtications) into what was, imiplicithy or
explicithv the prize ar immigration’s fimish ties che middle-
class, white, Protestants Furopean American framework of the
domimant sociery.” The process as it was narrated in the socials
scrcnee literature seemed 1o tollow neatly the vau Gennepian
structural coder separation (from social relations and trom
participation in the opportunity structure of the country or
culture of origing, margmality (residenrial, linguistic, economeg;

espectally during the caclicr phases of mmiigranon and espe
ciatly acute among the first generation), and, tinafly, a genera
tion or two after iogration. incorporation into the socral
structures and cultural codes ot the maimstream.

e process of change was satd to be nonreversible i thar
Onve at nmigrant group achieved the goals of acculturanion
and stucorral assimilation, there was, so to speak, "o go

back. ” This s e part because scholars of imnngeaar change
conceprualized it as a dual process of gain (new culture. particr-
pration in new social structuresy and loss (old culture, old socal
structurest. The process was said to be continuous hecause it
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took place rransgeneravonally. The immigrant gencration (out-
siders fookmg tor a wav mj. the second generation (American-
ized msidersy, the third and forth generations (the “Roots”
eencranion o scarch of “svimbohc echnicity™), and so on all had
therr assigned roles e this tellimg of the immigrant saga.

Lhe dommant narratives of mmigrant assimilation were struc-
tured by three reasonable assumpoons. T owill call them the
“clean break ™ assumpuion, the “homogeneity ™ assumption, and
the “progress™ assumpuion. These assumprions, T suggest, need
reesamination m hght ot some of the distinet features charac-
terizamy the latest wave of nmnmgraton.

Fost, immigration was theorized to take place in clearly
defineated waves (versas ongoing flows) between two rela-
tvely remote, bounded geopolitical and cultural spaces. Immi-

ants left country A7 o sertle permanently in country “B.”
When immigrants chose to return to therr country of origim, and
large numbers didy 10 was agaim seen as a permanent move.
Ihe norm, however, was that immigrants leaving Ireland or
Fastern Furope were not supposed to look back. This 1s hardly
surprising, sinee the very adea of mmmigration was to look
forward to a new stare and better opportunities ina new
country. The renaming riruals at Ellis Island, when immigrants
traded—some voluntarily, others involuntarily—exotic names
for “Americanized” versions, signitied the beginning of a new

lite. A “elean break ™ was needed before the process of Ameri-
canizaton could begim,

I he second assumption was that mimigrants would, in due
course, over two or three generations, join the mainstream of a
society dommated by a homogencous middle-class, white, Fu
ropean American Protestant cthos.’ While American society
was never homogenous, “the color line” being a defining fea-
ture of s landscape, it was never assumed thar the African-
American culture plaved a significant factor in the immigrant
cquation. When assimifation was debared it went without say-
ng: 1ty very point was to join mainstream culture.

The third assumpoion dommating thinking about immigrant
assimilation was structured by a powerful teleological reflex:
immigration is about uniform progress, about going trom “good”

(first generation} to “better™ (second generation), to “best”
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ihird and fourth generationsi. The immigrant’s journey to
saceess s the staft of the American dream. Ragtime, the

acclanmed Broadway musical, gives artistic form to this basic
ideas the Ruassian famihy moves from the misery of the shretl to
chunerons Hollvwood i one generation—assimilation in fast-
forward. so to speak. Taken together with the two previous
Assumptiois, 4 colicrent narrative unfolds: as mingrantes give
up ot
1
!

drookd wavs, and they assimilate to nuddle-class, white
uropenn American Protestant culture, they find enormous re-
wards.

VSSENTPHTONT A CRETTQUY

ity ne donuer be userul to assume that immigration takes
prace between remote, neathy bounded geopolitical spaces, where
a ddean break ™ s even it not desired, inevitable, Indeed, in
recent vears, anthropologists and sociologists have claimed
that what v novel abour the “new immigrants™ is that they are
actors ona rransnational stage.™ The relative case and acces-
sthiliny of n reansportation (1.5 billion airline tickets were

sobd Tast vears and the new globalized communication and
intormartion technologies make possible a more massive back-
and-ferth imovement ot people, goods, mformartion, and sym-

bols dhan ¢

er betore.” Compared to Mexican or Domimcan
imnigrants todave che brish and Eastern Earopean immigrants
of last century—uven it they had wanted to—simply could not
e mamtained the fevel and intensity of contact with the “old
coantry” that we are now withessing.'™ Furthermore, the new
immigiation trom such places as Latin America and the Carib-
bean can be best characrerized as an uninterrupted “flow”
rather thar neatly delineated “waves™ typical of the earlier
Furopean transatlantic immigration. This ongoing, uninterrupted
migratory How is said to “replenish™ constantly social practices
and cultural models thar would otherwise tend to be “lost™ to
asstmiiation.” Indeed, m ocertain arcas of the Southwest, Latin
American imnuigration 1s gencrating a powerful infi

astructure
domimated by a growing Spanish-speaking mass media (radio,
television, and print), new market dynamics, and new culrural
identities.”™
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Another relevant dcarare of the pew transpational frang

i

work s that even as they cnmesh themselves o dhe socnl,

‘
cconomic. and pohitical hite 1 their new Jands, impigrants
remain powerful protagonises 1o the ceonomie, pohiieal, and
cuftural wphoeres back homes With mternanonal rennttances
estimated at nearly $100 baflion per antun, nnmgrant remi
tances and mvestmenss have beconte vital to the cconomyes o1
vragon, A UL
on Immigration estinates that remittances to Mexico were the

Most countrics of cny Shviexican Bmcoonal Study

“equivalent o 37 percent ot the foreisn exchange avadable
throush divect wvestiment o 19950 and 3 percent of the total
income supphed by expores.”

Polincaliv, immmerans are ¢ mg as increasinghy relevant

actors with intiuence o pohitical processes borh “here™ and
“there.” Some observers have noted that the outcome of the
most recent Dominican presidential clection was bareely derer-
mined m New York Citve—where Dominwans are the fargest

oroup of new immngrancs, Dikewise, Mexican politicians——cs-
pecially those of the opposition—have recentdy “discovered”
the polirieal value of the seven mithion Mexiwcan immigrants
living m the United States, The new Mexican dual nationaliny
mitiative——-wherebs Mexiean immigrants who become nation-
abzed ULS. crozens would retains a host of political and other

rights 1 Mextco=—is also the product of this emerging
transnatronal frmework.

Because of a4 new case of mass transporiation and new com-
munication technologios, tmnneration is no {onger structured
around the “sharp break™ wirh the countey of origin that once
characterized the transoceanic experience. Tmmigranes today
are more hikely to be ac once “here™ and “there,” articularing

dual consctousness and duabidentities and, in the process, bridging
mereasingly unbounded narional spaces.”

FIIE S HHONTOGENTTTY ™ ASSUNTPTION: A CRITTQUI

It may no tonger be useful to assume that immigrants today are
joining a homogencoas society dominated by the niddle-class,
white, Furopean American Protestant ethos.”? The new immi
grants are entering a country thar is ccenomically, socially, and
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culturally unlike the country that absorbed—however
ambivalently—previous waves of immigrants. Economically,
the previous large wave of immigrants arrived on the eve of the
great industrial expansion in which immigrant workers and
consumers played a key role.”

Immigrants now are actors in a thoroughly globalized re-
structured economy that is increasingly fragmented into dis-
continuous cconomic spheres. Some have characterized the
new postindustrial economy in terms of the “hourglass™ meta-
phor. On one end of the hourglass there is a well-remuncrated,
knowledge-intensive economic sphere that has recently experi-
enced unprecedented growth. On the other end, there is a
service cconomy where low-skilled and semiskilled workers
continue to “lose ground™ in terms of real wages, benefits, and
security. Furthermore, in the new economy there are virtually
no bridges for those at the bottom of the hourglass to move into
the more desirable sectors. Some scholars have argued that
unlike the low-skilled industry jobs of yesterday, the kinds of
jobs typically available today to low-skilled new immigrants do
not offer scrious prospects of upward mobility.*

Another defining aspect of the new immigration is the intense
social scgregation between new immigrants of color and the
middle-class, white, Furopean American population. While
immigrants have always concentrated in specific neighbor-
hoods, we are witnessing today an extraordinary concentration
of large numbers of immigrants in a handtul of states in large
urban areas polarized by racial tensions. Some 85 percent of all
Mexican immigrants in the United States reside in three states
(California, Texas, and Illinois). As a result of an increasing
segmentation of the economy and society, large numbers of
low-skilled immigrants “have become more, not less, likely to
live and work in environments that have grown increasingly
segregated from whites.™* These immigrants have, by and
large, no meaningtul contact with the middle-class, white, Eu-
ropean American culture. Rather, their point of reference is
more likely to be co-nationals, co-ethnics, or the African-American
culture.

But perhaps the lethal blow to the homogeneity assumption
comes from what [ call a “culture of multiculturalism.” Rather




























































