
grants in Miami parallels America’s long-term ambivalence towards all

immigrants.

In contrast to the predominant theories of immigrant adaptation,

which emphasize assimilation and economic adaptation, we argue that

these theories no longer adequately conceptualize the problems occa-

sioned by immigration in Miami. Instead, we outline our own theoreti-

cal framework, which stresses interaction between immigrants and

Americans.

AMERICAN AMBIVALENCE

Americans seem always to be of two minds about immigration. Immi-

grants are celebrated in popular culture and myth. Moreover, the words

inscribed on the Statue of Liberty are not empty rhetoric. Virtually

every American is aware of their personal family ethnic heritage rooted

in immigration, whether their ancestors came to pursue economic or

political freedom or were forced to come as slaves. Temporal and psy-

chological distance from one’s personal immigration history, along with

pride or shame, affect reactions to new immigrants. Two attitudes have

revealed themselves in the public debate: open generosity versus na-

tivism and racism. The United States has always either kept the door

open or attempted to close the door, albeit with a substantial crack.

The United States is the leading country in the history of the world

in terms of immigration. Between 1820 and 2000, over sixty-five million

immigrants were admitted into the United States. Currently, the United

States is one of the few countries in the world with an official immigra-

tion program. During the 1990s, immigration to the United States av-

eraged nearly one million a year, a figure that exceeded the combined

total for all other countries allowing immigration.

At the same time, immigrants have always provoked some degree of

ethnocentric backlash. As historian John Higham (1988) has pointed

out, at various times in American history, anti-immigrant sentiment has

flared up, producing nativist excesses. Early English colonists dispar-
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aged French Huguenots for being French and Catholic, and the Scotch

and Irish for not being really English ( Jones 1960, 44). German immi-

grants to England’s American colony evoked particularly passionate

phobias. Belonging to pacifist sects, such as the Amish, many German

immigrants sought seclusion from rather than assimilation to Anglo

American ways. They prompted Benjamin Franklin to challenge, “Why

should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a Colony of

Aliens, who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us instead of

Anglifying them?” (Weaver 1970, 50).

Immigrants were not, of course, the only manifestation of alterity

that concerned English settlers. Colonists also feared those whom they

had displaced, the Native Americans. Puritans considered Native Amer-

icans who assimilated by converting to Christianity as a potentially sub-

versive, dangerous force and attempted to exterminate them in the

1670s (Dinnerstein, Nichols, and Reimers 1979, 5, 9). One hundred

years later, the United States Constitution originally denied citizenship

to Native Americans. Early Americans also considered African slaves

and their descendants as inferior and incapable of assimilating into An-

glo American culture.

Following the founding of the republic, the Federalists and Jefferson-

ian Republicans agreed that too many foreigners might drown American

institutions. They disagreed, however, on which foreigners constituted

the most important menace. The French Jacobins and Irish radicals

most intimidated the conservative Federalists, while the Jeffersonians

censured the French royalists and other aristocratic groups (Dinner-

stein, Nichols, and Reimers 1979, 67). Nevertheless, the United States

did not pass restrictive immigration laws until the Chinese Exclusion

Act of 1882, which not only prevented Chinese from immigrating to the

United States, but also made them ineligible for naturalization.

In 1911, in the midst of the greatest immigration wave in U. S. his-

tory, the United States Immigration Commission, better known as the

Dillingham Commission, issued a forty-two-volume report with copi-

ous social and economic data. Considered moderate at the time, the
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commission nevertheless invidiously contrasted immigrants from

Northern Europe with those from Eastern and Southern Europe. Eu-

genicists, such as Madison Grant in his The Passing of the Great Race
(1916), argued that Anglo-Saxons, Nordics, and Teutonics should not

contaminate their “racial purity” by marrying “lower types,” such as

Poles, Italians, and Greeks. Grant and his contemporaries conceived of

each of these European regional groups (for example, Nordics) as fun-

damentally different. With the advent of World War I, fear focused on

German immigrants—not on their racial purity, but on the more im-

mediate political question of whether they were loyal to America or to

Germany. Long before the multicultural wars of the 1980s and 1990s,

the Literary Digest, one of the most important periodicals of the time,

declared in 1915 that the “hyphenate issue” was the most vital one of 

the day. For example, presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow

Wilson both asserted that German Americans had to become either

Germans or Americans (Higham 1988, 198). Politicians such as Frank

Houx, governor of Wyoming, asserted, “We are 100 per cent American

in the State of Wyoming, and we are going to remain 100 per cent

American” (Higham 1988, 194).

This climate gave birth to the anti-immigration agitation of the

1920s, the high-water mark in the history of American nativism. On

May 26, 1924, the first permanent limitation on immigration was en-

acted in the form of the nationality origins quota system (U. S. Immi-

gration and Naturalization Service, 1997, A.1–24). Intended to keep out

Jews, Italians, Slavs, and other “undesirable” immigrants, the law suc-

ceeded. Tragically, the law later made it difficult or impossible for many

Jews and others fleeing the Nazi genocide to enter the United States.

The Great Depression also depressed immigration. Since most immi-

grants were labor migrants, a decline in employment opportunities re-

duced the demand for immigrant labor. The restrictive immigration

laws, followed by the Great Depression, combined to reduce immigra-

tion until well after World War II. Accordingly, public concern over the

adaptation and assimilation of immigrants receded.
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The end of Word War II initiated prolonged economic prosperity.

The Slavs and other new immigrants, supposedly essentially different

from earlier immigrants, had evidently lost their distinctiveness and be-

come white Americans. The Civil Rights movement also affected atti-

tudes toward other groups. The blatant racism of the early twentieth

century diminished. In 1965, Congress reformed the restrictive immi-

gration law by repealing the old quotas, thus allowing for much more di-

versity among immigrants. In 1995, immigrants to the United States

came from more than a hundred different countries, and concerns over

the impact of immigration have reemerged. To many, immigrants again

constitute a threat to the integrity of the United States and its cultural

identity. Some observers worry not about immigration per se but about

the multiculturalist turn that immigration may reinforce, which they fear

may lead to national fragmentation. The historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.

asserts, “The American Creed envisages a nation composed of individu-

als making their own choices and accountable to themselves, not a nation

based on inviolable ethnic communities” (Schlesinger 1992). A more

frankly ethnocentric reaction to the new immigration is contained in a

recent bestseller, wherein the English immigrant Peter Brimelow asserts

that recent immigration is likely to “transform and ultimately, perhaps,

even to destroy . . . the American nation” (1995, xv). The racial fears of

the early twentieth century have been transformed into cultural fears.

And yet, Americans have hardly uniformly disparaged and vilified im-

migrants. Many observers have viewed the impact of aliens positively.

As early as 1782, the French immigrant Michel Guillaume Jean de

Crèvecoeur claimed, “Here individuals of all nations are melted into a

new race of men, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great

changes in the world” (Crèvecoeur 1782, 54 –55). One hundred years

ago, as America confronted its largest ever influx of new immigrants,

nearly all of whom were not of British origin, the Carnegie Corporation

commissioned the department of sociology at the University of Chicago

to produce a series entitled Studies of Methods of Americanization (Kivisto

1990). The study concluded that the prospects for assimilation were
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good in the United States because, unlike Europe, there were no classes

in the new country and immigrants arrived as individuals, not as groups.

The famous American immigration phrase, the melting pot, comes from

Israel Zangwill’s 1908 play of that title, which states, “The Real Ameri-

can has not yet arrived. . . . He will be the fusion of all races, perhaps the

coming superman (Zangwill 1921, 33; quoted in Parillo 1994, 12).

In the current debate, for every text denigrating immigration, such as

Roy Beck’s The Case Against Immigration (1996), there is a counter, such

as Sanford J. Ungar’s Fresh Blood (1995), which emphasizes the positive

contributions of America’s new immigrants. Even within the Republi-

can Party, the strongest political hope of the anti-immigration camp,

views are divided. Anti-immigrant and immigration restriction propos-

als almost invariably originate in Republican ranks. Nevertheless, some

key Republican leaders, most notably George W. Bush, are advocates of

continued immigration. Similarly, Rudolph Giuliani, the Republican

mayor of New York City, unabashedly championed restoring govern-

ment benefits to legal immigrants.

In short, America both welcomes and rejects immigrants. We cham-

pion our history of immigration both rhetorically and pragmatically.

Politicians and others repeatedly remind us that we all (except for Amer-

ican Indians) are of immigrant stock, and we continue to receive more

immigrants than any other nation. At the same time, many commenta-

tors, politicians, and others express fears that today’s immigrants cannot

assimilate, that they cannot or will not become Americans, that they will

undermine America’s culture, values, and institutions. Social scientists

interested in immigration have devoted most of their attention to pre-

cisely this question of assimilation.

THE DOMINANT THEORY: ASSIMILATION

Assimilation became the academic term for the popular phrase “the

melting pot.” Amidst the last great wave of massive immigration to the

United States, from the end of the nineteenth century through the 
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restrictive laws of the 1920s, when popular opinion demanded the clo-

sure of U. S. borders, two sociologists, Robert Park and Ernest Burgess,

argued that a natural process of assimilation would ease conflict and in-

tegrate immigrants. In the original academic formulation of the argu-

ment, Park and Burgess (1921) contended that there was a universal

cycle of race relations that began with conflict and progressed through

competition and accommodation to end in assimilation, the intergroup

mixing and sharing of experiences that would induce the replacement of

immigrants’ ethnic or minority identity with an American tempera-

ment. Their focus was on the interaction between groups and the ap-

parently inevitable outcome of assimilation, a comprehensive loss of im-

migrant identity, and the assumption of American ways, a basically

one-way street.

Park and Burgess contributed to the foundation of the Chicago

School, which intellectually confronted the challenge of immigrants

who had been flooding into Chicago and other major American cities.

Through the application of the tools of the relatively new field of soci-

ology, they contested the then dominant view that asserted that immi-

grants were inherently inferior and detrimental to America. By combin-

ing direct empirical observation with analytical generalization, they

redirected emphasis to the social and psychological adaptation of immi-

grant groups. In the process, they established many terms, such as as-

similation, that have reverberated through countless other investiga-

tions and that continue to guide analysis of immigrants today. Park and

Burgess attributed a central role to the interaction between immigrants

and Americans through their cycle of race relations: conflict, competi-

tion, accommodation, and eventually assimilation. Subsequent research,

however, shifted emphasis to the individual actions of immigrants.

The intellectual trajectory established by Park and Burgess culmi-

nated in Milton Gordon’s Assimilation in American Life: The Role of Race,
Religion, and National Origins (Gordon 1964). Following Park and Bur-

gess and their successors, Gordon viewed assimilation as the expected

outcome, a natural consequence of the immigrant experience in Amer-
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