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+ CHAPTER ONE

Rethinking Assimilation

Assimilation is a contested idea today. Since the 1960s it has been seen
in a mostly negative light, as an ethnocentric and patronizing imposi-
tton on minority peoples struggling to retain their culrural and ethnic
integrity. The very word seems to conjure up a bygone era, when the
multicultural nature of American society was not comprehended, let
alone respected, and there appeared, at least to white Americans, to
be a unitary and unguestioned American way of life. The sociologist
Nathan Glazer, in an essay tellingly titled “Is Assimilation Dead?” de-
scribes the present attitude thus: “*Assimilation’ is not today a popu-
lar term, Recently [ asked a group of Harvard students taking a class
on race and ethnicity what their actitude to the term ‘assimilation’
was. The large majority had a negative reaction to it. Had [ asked
what they thoughr of the term ‘Americanization,’ the reaction, I am
sure, would have been even more hostile.”? The rejection of the old
asstmilation canon is not limited to students and the young. Assimila-
tion was once unquestionably the foundational concept for the study
of ethnic relarions, but in recent decades it has come to be seen by so~
ciologists and others as an idealogically laden residue of worn-out no-
tions. For many, it smacks of the era when functionalism reigned su-
preme and when ethnic and racial groups could be rated according to
a cultural profile presumed to be required for success in an advanced
industrial society. The assimilation concepr of the earlier era is now
condemned for the expectation that minority gronps would inevita-
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bly want to shed their own cultares, as if these were old skins no
longer possessing any vital force, and wrap themselves in the man-
tie of Anglo-American culture, The one-sidedness of this conception
avertooked the value and sustainability of minority cultures and, in
addition, masked barely hidden ethnocentric assumptions about the
superiority of Anglo-American culture. Indeed, it has been viewed as
a form of “Lurocentric hegemony,” a weapon of the majority for put-
ting minorities at a disadvantage by forcing them to live by cultural
standards that are not their own.>

This vld conception of assimilation has become passé. It was done
tn by many forces and events, but perhaps above all by the socio-
logical equivalent of Arthur Conan Doyle’s telltale “dog that didn’t
bark”: namely, the virtually universal failure of social scientists to pre-
dict the broad impacr of the civil rights movement and the identity
politics it spawned. Tver since, the argument has been that their view
was blinkered by the uncritical acceptance of an assimilation model of
American life, which led them to assume that black Americans sought
no more than quiet integration with white America,3

Without question, many of the intellectual sins now attributed to
assimilation can also be documented in the mid-twentieth-century |it-
erature that describes the adjustments made by ethnic and iminigrant
groups to enter the mainstream of American society. They can be
found, for instance, in W. Lloyd Warner and 1eo Srole’s Social Svs-
temns of American Fibnic Groups (1945}, a classic study of eghnic
assimilation in “Yankee City.” Warner and Srole conclude that Amer-
jcan cthnic groups are destined to be no more than temparary phe-
nomena, doomed by the egalitarian values of the United States and by
widespread social mobility: “The future of American ethnic groups
secms to be limired; it is likely that they will be quickly absorbed.
When this happens one of the great epochs of American history will
have ended. . .. Paradoxically, the force of American equalitarianism,
which attempts to make all men American and alike, and the force of
our class order, which creates differences among ethnic peoples, have
combined to dissolve our ethnic groups.”* As pact of this assimila-
tion process, ethnic groups must, according to the authors, “unlearn”
their culrural traits, which are “evaluated by the host society as infe-
rion,” tn order to “successfully learn the new way of life necessary for
full acceptance.”s Even more disturbing to the present-day viewpoint,
Warner and Srole correlated the potential for speedy assinilation with
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a hierarchy of racial and culrural acceptability, ranging from English-
speaking Protestants at the rop to “Negroes and all Negroid mix-
tures” at the bottom. Whereas the assimilation of fair-skinned Protes-
tants, whether English-speaking or not, was expected to be unprob-
lematic and therefore of short duration, that of groups deviating from
this ethnic prototype in any significant respect would be considerably
more prolonged, if not doubtful. Thus, the assimilation of “dark-
skinned” Mediterranean Catholics, such as the ltalians, was expected
by Warner and Srole to demand a “moderate” period, which the au-
thors equate with six generations or more! The assimilation of non-
Liropean groups was even more problematic and was expected to
continue into the indefinite future or even, in the case of African
Americans, to be delayed until “the present American social order
changes gradually or by revolution.”s

Exhibited here are some of the featires of the old assimilation con-
ception that scholars now vigorously reject in relation to new immi-
grants and their American-born children. One is the seeming inevita-
bility of assimilation, which is presented as the narural end point of
the process of incorporation into American society. Even black Amer-
icans, blocked by the racism of U.S. society from full pursuit of the
assimilation goal, are presumed by Warner and Srole to be assimilat-
ing, atbeit at & glacial pace. Further, by equating asstmilation with full
or successful incorporanion, these and other earlier writers viewed
African Americans and other racial minorities as, in effect, incom-
pletely assimilated, rather than as incorporated into the sociery on
some other basis. In relation to black Americans in particular, this
older assimilation conception was consistent with liberal incremen-
talist strategies for pursuing racial justice, which, on the one hand,
sought to remove legal and nstitutional barriers to eguality and to
combat white prejudice and discrimination and, on the other, urged
biacks to seck integration and to become more like middle-class
whites.” Tn his classic work, Arn American Dilenima, Gonnar Myrdal
stated this premise baldly: “We assume that it is to the advantage of
American Negroes as individvals and as a group to become assimi-
lated into American culture, to acquire the traits heid in estcem by
dominant white Americans.”® By this standard, black Americans and
other racial minorities should want to assimilate rather than seek sup-
port and protection in the company of their racialfethnic peers.

Another fearure that has been found objectionable in the old for-
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mulation of assimilation is its apparent ethnocentrism, which elevates
a particular cultural medel, that of middle-class Protestant whites of
British ancestry, to the normative standard by which other groups are
to be assessed and toward which they should aspire. This is bluntly
apparent in the ranking of groups by Warner and Srole, which places
groups higher in the scale, and chus more rapidly assimilating, the
closer they are at the outset to the Anglo-Saxon cultaral (and physi-
cal} model. Assimilarion, then, meant becoming more like middie-
class Protestant whites. That this was in fact the cultural prototype
tor assimilation was quite explicit in the most authoritative discussion
of the concept in the post-World War Il era, Milron Gordon’s Asssmi-
fation in American Life (1964). Gordon wrote, for instance, that “if
there 1s anything in American life which can be described as an over-
all American culture which serves as 2 reference point for immigrants
and their children, it can best be described, it seems to us, as the mid-
dle-class cultural patterns of, largely, white Protestant, Anglo-Saxon
origins.”® He did not argue chat this cultural standard enjoyed its pre-
eminence because of inherent superiority, just that it was the first onc
established by the European colonists and was associated with the
ethnic core of U.S. society, He recognized, moreover, that the mere ac-
quisition of this culrural prototype did not guaranree acceptance by
the core group and thus social assimilation to it; discrimination could
still be practiced against minority individuals, even if they perfectly
mimicked the behavioral repertoire of the WASP upper-middic class. 1
But what Gordon and other writers on assimilation failed to recog-
nize was the possibility of successful incorporation into the society on
a cultural basis other than that of the WASE mainstream. Insofar as
individuals and groups retained ethnic cultural distinctiveness, they
were presumed to be hampered in achieving socioeconomic and other
forms of integration and, of course, to be incompletely assimilated,
with the implication that over time their similarity to the middle-class
Anglo-Saxon standard would grow.

The one-sided nature of the assimilarion process, as traditicnally
conceived, and the coltural and ethnic homogeneity it allegedly pro-
duces have also provided the basis for disputing ir, As Wainer and
Srole’s reference to an “unlearning™ process suggests, the old assimila-
tion concept assumed that the minority group would change almost
completely in order to assimilate (except for areas where it already re-
sembled the majority group), while the majority culture would remain
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unaffected. Gordon was quite explicit about this. In a well-known
passage, he asked whether acculturaton was “entirely a one-way pro-
cess? Was the core culture eatirely unaffected by the presence of the
immigrants and the colored minorities?”"" Although he took pains
te stress the contributions to American life of many minority individ-
vals, his answer was for the most part affirmative: other than in the
area of institutional religion, and aside froam what he characterized
as “minor modifications” made by minority cultures, the culture of
the Anglo-Saxon core was accepted intact by assimilating ethnic
groups and thus took the place of their own. From the contemporacy
standpoint, this view of the predominance of the culture ot Anglo-
American groups that settled in North America in the colonial era
downplays the multiple cultural streams that have fed into American
culture, affecting even the English language as spoken by Americans.'?
And it presumes that assimilation will impose a cultural homogeneity
where diversity previously reigrned. Not only does this view scem in
contradiction to the riotous cultural bloom of the United States, but
also, in the contemporary, rapidly globalizing world, it seems quite
undesirable to extinguish the distinctive cultaral and linguistic knowl-
edge that immigrants ceuld pass on to their children.

The final fatal flaw in the old assimilation canon, according to a
common view, is that it allows no room for a positive role for the eth-
nic or racial group. The ethnic community could provide temporary
shelter for immigrants and their childven seeking to withstand the in-
rense stresses associated with the early stages of immigration to a new
society; according to freguently used images, the ethnic community
was a “way station” or a “decompression chamber.” But, past a cer-

‘tain point, attachment to the ethnic group would hinder minority in-

dividuals from taking full advantage of the opportunities offered by
American society, which require individualistic mobility, not ethnic
loyalty. What assimilationist scholars appeared to overlook was that,
in some cases, the ethnic group could, by dominating some economic
niches, be the source of better socioeconomic opportunities for ethnic
entrepreneurs. In New York’s garment industry throughout the first
half of the twentieth century, it was an advantage for businessmen o
be Jewish or Italian, and it would have been difficult for members
of other groups to esrablish themselves in the industry’s network of
particularistic transactions. There are also important non-economic
ways in which the ethnic group can contribute to the well-being of its
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members, such as through the solidarity and support provided by co-
ethnics with whom one shares a diffuse sense of a common heritage.’?

Clearly there are marked deficiencies in the old assimilatien canon.
Lvents and intellectual trends since the 1960s have brought about so-
cial changes thar make these deficiencies very apparent. The 1960s
were a watershed period shaped by social movements that raised
prohing and far-reaching questions about the constitution of Aurieri-
can society, especially with respect to the status of minorities and
women. In light of the institutional changes that followed in the wake
of these social movements, future historians may view this period as
just as transformative for American society as was the Protestant Ref-
ormation for European civilization. Intellectual trends responding to
the unfolding events emphasized the rights of groups whose history of
exclusion and discrimination was viewed as justifying remedial ac-
tion. Criticism of the old canonical formulation of assimilation re-
flects a new consensus involving a mandate for the inclusion of all
groups in civil society and for remedial action to secure equality of
rights, interpreted broadly as meaning parity in life chances. This
logic has permeated thinking abour the incorporation of immigrant
minoiities, imparting a strong momentum to the rejection of the old
assimilation canon.

Alternative models have developed describing how immigrants
adapt in a new historical context of globalization and non-European
immigracion. One such alternative envisions enhanced prospects for
a vigorous ethnic ploralism in the contemporary world, generated
partly by the advantages to be derived from welfare-maximizing fea-
tures of ethnic connections and partly by globalizarion driven hy
enormous advances in information technology, market integration,
and mass air transportation—all of which make it feasible for immi-
grants and perhaps the second and later generations to maiatain sig-
mificant relationships with their homeland and with the relatives and
towns that hold a special place in their hearts and memories. So re-
markable has the prospect for such relationships seemed that a sub-
stantial body of scholarship has mushroomed around it under the
somewhat faddish name of tramsnationaliss {thongh the phenome-
non is not entirely new, as we will observe in a later chapter).'* The
pluralist alternative envisions that, in the contemperary world, the
choice to live in an ethnic social and cultural matrix need not be asso-
ciated with the loss of the advantages once afforded almost exclu-
sively by the mainstream.
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The prospect that pluralism will Jourish to a degree not seen before
in the United States begins with the observation that some level of plu-
ralism has in fact sucvived all along, theugh often at the socieral mar-
gins. Growing interest in multiculturalism has led to a recognition
that minority culiures have retained a vitality that was not acknowl-
edged duting the period when the melting pot was the paramount
metaphor for American society. Native American languages such as
Navaho (178,000 speakers in 2000) continue to thrive, for instance,
as do African American religions traditions and numerous customs
brought by immigrant groups. Recent scholarship adds the innovative
claim that ethnic individuals can derive advantages from a group’s
culture and institutions. The claim comes in varied forms: the ar-
gument that bilingual individuals possess cognitive advantages over
those who speak only one rongue; the suggestion that ethnic sub-
economics, epitomized by the extensive Cuban sub-economy in Mi-
ami, can provide opportunities for income and mobility equal to
those in the mainstream economy; and the observation that involve-
ment with an ethnic culture and institutions offers protection to sec-
ond-generation adolescents from some of the hazards of growing up
in the inner city.’ In each case, it is implied that ethnics have a moti-
vation to reject assimilation, at least in its crassest forms.

Transnationalism may strengthen that motivation. The idea of
transnationalism emphasizes the prospects for achieving an almost
seamless connection between workaday lives in America and the ori-
gin society through a web of border-spanning cultural, social, and
economic ties. An example of a style of transnztoenalism rooted in
globalization is seen in the large Japanese business communiry in
America, where corporate executives and techmeal personnel main-
tain close linkages with their home offices and business associates in
Tokye through information technology and frequent air travel o Ja-
pan. Another example of transnatienalism is the new form of so-
journing by low-wage laborers and entrepreneuss from the Caribbean
Basin and Central America.’$ Border-spanning social networks enable
sojournces to send remittances, operate cross-national small busi-
nesses, invest their savings in the hometown econaomy, aad sustain on-
going communal life in two countries.

While the pluralist alternative to assimilation envisions opportuni-
ties that are at least the equivalent of those found in the mainstream,
another alternative model foresees a form of incorporation associated
with constricted opportunitics. It focuses on the possibility thar many
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in the second and third generations from the new immigrant groups,
hindered by their very humble initial locations in American society
and barred from entry into the mainstream by their race and rheir
class location, will be incarporated info American society as disad-
vantaged minorities. This approach is associated with the terms “seg-
mented” and “downward” assimilation.'? In application to low-in-
come nonwhite immigrants, the term refers to a route of assimilation
guided by the cultural models of poor, native-born African Americans
and Latinos, a route which has probably been traveled in previous im-
migration eras—for example, by the Afro-Caribbean immigrants of
the early twentieth century and their children, many of whom gradu-
ally became part of the black American population.’® The segmented
assimilation concept thus alerts us to an emergent social problem: in-
dividuals in the second generation who perceive that they are likely to
remain in their parents’ status at the bottom of the oceupational hier-
archy and are then rempred to drop cut of school and join the inner-
city underclass.

Yet the segmented assimilation concept risks essentializing central-
city black culture in the image of the underclass, which the American
mainstream views as the undeserving poor.’® This image overlooks the
variery of caltural models found among urban African Americans and
inflates the magnitude of the underclass population.?® 1o be sure, the
black underclass may exercise a greater influence in shaping the cul-
tural practices of the inner city than its relative size warrants.2! But the
great majority of adult urban African Americans and Latinos hold
down jobs, have families, and aspire to a berter furure for their chil-
dren.?? For this group, middle-class aspirations and norms are an im-
portant feacure of ordinary lives in the central city.2® Thus, segmented
assimilation, which has value in calling attenion to an emcrgent so-
cial problem facing Afro-Caribbeans and arguably Mexicans and
other Latinos,™ may predict an excessively pessimistic future for cen-
tral-city minority youths.

The demographic realities of the United States have given addi-
tional momenturn to the rethinking in progress on the assimilation of
immigrants and their descendants. The emerging demographic con-
tours of an American society that has received more rhan 20 million
legal immigrants since the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965 can
be found sharply etched in the data from the 2000 U.5. Census. 'The
foreign-born and their children now constitute about 20 percent of
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the American population. They are concentrated in a number of large
states such as California, Florida, New York, Texas, and lllinois, mag-
nifying the regional impacts of immigration. Their presence has been
dramatically visible in California, the nation’s most populous state,
where one in cight Americans resides. The state’s robust popularion
growth during the 1990s, almost 10 percent, was largely driven by
the rapid increase in the Hispanic and Asian populations, which grew
by 33 and 43 percent respectively. Within the span of two decades,
the population of non-Hispanic whites declined from two-thirds to
slightly less than half of the state’s population.” Hispanics and Asians
have become the two largest minority groups, with African Ameri-
cans’ share of the population declining, The pace of demographic
change is even more intense in an immigrant metropolis such as Los
Angeles, where Hispanics were 45 percent of the county’s population
in 2000, loliowed by non-Hispanic whites (31 percent), Asians (12
percent}, and African Americans {¥ percent). Although it should be
noted that nearly half of Hispanics identify themselves racially as
white,® a mainstreant that constitutes a majority of California’s pop-
ulation will need to be racially diverse, especially in the Jargest metro-
politan areas. The profundity and rapidity of California’s demo-
graphic change are nalikely to be replicated on a large scale elsewhere
in the United States in the near future; but in some other large states
and metropaolitan areas, nonwhites and Latinos have achieved a criri-
cal mass sufficient to exercise a strong, if not increasingly dominant,
inflaence on regional developments.

What can assimilation look like in such a diverse and ethnically
dynamic society? The atm of this hook is to address this question by
providing new ways of theorizing assimilation as a social process
stemming from immigration. We arguoe that, while both of the alterna-
tive models of incorporation—pluralist and segmented—passess their
own spheres of validity, neither rules vut the possibility that assimila-
tion in the form of entry into the mainstream has a major role ro play
in the furure. Despite the accuracy of some of the criticisms of the ca-
nonical formulation of assimilation, we believe that there is still a vi-
tal core to the concept, which has not lost its utility for iltuminating
many of the experiences of centemporary immigrants and the new
second generation.

The contemporary debate over assimilation and the changing reali-
ties of the United States point to the need to rethink some of the classi-
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cal writings on assimilation, including those of the early years of the
Chicago Schoul of sociology. The founders of the Chicago Schoal
were responding co the transformative changes and social problems
associated with the mass immigration of their time, which bave some
similarities with those of today, In reflecting on the issues raised by the
ethnic and racial diversity of imigrant groups, they posited a con-
ception of the mainstream as rooted in what now must be viewed as a
composite culture evolving out of the interpenetration of diverse cul-
tural practices and beliefs. By “composite culture,” we refer to the
mixed, hybrid character of the ensemble of cultural practices and be-
liefs that has evolved in the United States since the colonial period. By
contrast, the idea of multiculruratism, though it may appear to be
similar, implies more or less autonomous cultural centers organized
around discrete ethnic groups, with much less interpenetration of cul-
tural life.

The Chicagn School's definition of assimilaticn envisioned a di-
verse mainstream society in which people of different ethnic/racial
origins and culeural heritages evolve a common culture that enables
them o sustain a common national existence.”” This more flexible
and open-ended specification of assimilation largely receded mto the
background in che later writings of Warner and Srole and Gordon,
which we identify with the old assimilation approach. The view of
American culture and society that emerged in the subsequent assimi-
fation canon was heavily influenced by the functionalism of Talcott
Parsons and other sociologists who built structural functionalism
into the reigning paradigm.?® This paradigm conceived of society as a
targely homogeneous social system integrated around core values and
norms, in which stable equilibrium between the structares and func-
tions of component subsystems sustained social order, Such a concep-
tion of seciety is built into the old assimilaticn formulation of the core
Anglo-American middle-class culture and society—the purative main-
stream——which was the end point of assimilation. In rethinking assim-
ifation, we have sought a reformulation of the concept that adheres in
spirit to the classic Chicago Schooi definition; but we extend this
toundation with the aim of adapting assimilation to the demographic
realities of American society stemming from contemparary immigra-
tion.?

Haow then should assimilation be defined, given the praspects for
a more racially diverse mainstream society arising from large-scale
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immigration of non-FEuropeans? A viable conceprualizacion must rec-
ognize that {1} ethnicity is essentially a social boundary, a distine-
tion that individuals make in their everyday lives and that shapes
thetr actions and mental orientations toward others;¥ (2) this distinc-
tion is rypically embedded in a variety of social and cultural differ-
ences between groups that give an ethnic boundary concrete signifi-
cance {so that members of one group think, “They are not like us be-
cause . . ."); and (3) assimilation, as a form of ethnic change, may
occur through changes taking place in groups on both sides of the
boundary. Consequently, we define assimilation as the decline of an
ethnic distinction and its corollary cueltural and social differences.
“Decline” means in this context that a distinction attenuates in sa-
lience, that the occurrences for which it is relevant diminish in num-
ber and contract to fewer and fewer domains of social life. Individ-
uals’ ethnic origins become less and less relevant in relation to the
members of another ethnic group (typically, but not necessarily, the
cthnic majority group), and individuals on bath sides of the boundary
see themselves more and more as alike, assuming they are similar
in terms of some other critical factors such as social class; in other
worls, they mutually perceive themselves with less and less frequency
in terms of ethnic categories and increasingly only under specific cir-
cumstances. To speak in terms of extremes, at one time an ethnic dis-
tinction may be relevant for virtually all of the life chances of mem-
bers of two different groups—where they live, what kinds of jobs they
ger, and so forth—while at a later time it may have receded o the
point where it is observed only in occasional family rituals. Yer assim-
ilarion, as we define it, does not require the disappearance of echnic-
ity; and the individuals undergoing it may still bear a number of eth-
nic markers. Assimilation can occir on a large scale ro members of a
group even as the group itself remains a highly visible point of refer-
ence on the soctal landscape, embodied in an ethnic culture, neighbor-
hoods, and institutional infrastructures,

Our definition of assimilation intencionally allows for the possibil-
ity that the nature of the mainstream into which minority individuals
and groups are assimilating is changed in the process; assimilation is
eased insofar as members of minority groups do not sense a rupture
berween participation in mainstream institutions and familiar social
and cultural practices. Given demographic trends, the mainstream is
likely to evolve in the direction of including members of etlinic and ra-
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cial groups that were formerly excluded. Given the plasticity of the
mainstream, an obvious question is, How does one bound or define
it? The American mainstream encompasses a core set of interrelated
institutional structures and organizations regulated by rules and prac-
tices that weaken, even undermine, the influence of cthnic origins pet
se. For example, university admissions committees operate within the
framework ¢f formal and informal rules that specify guidelines for se-
lecting incoming students. Once they are admitted, the university’s
rules governing the treatment of students do nor distinguish among
them by their ethnic origin. A useful way of defining the mainstream is
as that part of the society within which ethnic and racial origins have
at most minor impacts on life chances or opportunitics.?! This concep-
tion, we want to underscore, allows for ethnic and racial origins to he
powerful dererminants of opportunities in the society as a whole, par-
ticularly when those cutside the mainstream are compared to those in
it. Moreover, it does not imply thar full equality of oppertunities ob-
tains within the mainstream, because life chances are stiil strongly dif-
ferentiated by social class and other non-ethnic factors. Thus, we do
not limit the mainstream to the middle class: it contains a working
class and even some who are poer, not just affluent suburbanites. One
objection to our definition could be that the boundary berween the
mainstream and rhe rest of the society is not as ciear as the definition
rmakes it seem, We concede that there is undeubredly some fuzziness
at the boundary, but we see the definition as a valuable heuristic con-
ception.

Historically, the American mainscream, which originated with the
colonial northern Enropean settlers, has evolved through incremental
inclusion of erthnic and racial groups that formerly were excluded and
accretion of parts of their cultures to the composite culture. Although
cultural elements from the earliest groups have been preserved—in
this sense there is great cultural continuity—elements contributed
from subsequent immigrant groups have been incorporated continu-
ally into the mainstrean. Such elements are most easily seen in cuisine
and in highbrow and middiebrow forms of entertainment and arcistic
expression; and in many cases they have diffused well beyond the re-
gions where the groups that brought them have concentrated. For ex-
ample, the recreational practices of Germans played an important
role in velaxing puritanical strictures against Sunday pleasures and
left a deep mark oo what is now viewed as the quintessentially Ameri-
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can culrure of leisure: “American culture in the century after 1880
moved in fits and starts toward the values cherished by German
Americans. A love of music and drama and liberal artitudes about
card playing, «rinking, and Sunday relaxation ceased to be regarded
as foreign imports. 32 This influence was in addition to the most obvi-
ous cultural borrowing—German Christimas customs, including the
decorated Christmas tree, The mainstream can even encompass alter-
native institutional forms. For instance, when Jewish and Carholic
immigrants were pouring into the United Srates art the beginaing of
the twentieth century, the mainstream was still defined as Christian,
even Protestant; bur during and shortly after World War 1I, the
boundary shifted to include Judaism and Catholicism as mainstream
American religions, as they are viewed today (see Chapter 3).

Thus, the mainstream culture, which is highly variegated in any
event—Dby social class and region, amoag other factors—changes as
efements of the cultures of the newer groups are incorporated into it
The composite culture that we identify with the mainstream is made
up of multipie interpenetrating layers and allows individuals and sub-
populations ro forge identities out of its materials ro distinguish rhem-
selves from others in the mainstream—as do, for instance, Baptists in
Alabama and Jews in New York—in ways that are still recognizably
American.

This process of incorporation is certain to continue and to encom-
pass porrions of the new immigrant groups and their cultures. We can
sce this in the ready acceprance of intermarriage between whites and
Asian Americans and the ongoing incorporation into the American
mainstream of cultural practices and caisine from Last Asia. T'his wil]
likely lead to a break with the conventional equation of the main-
stream with white America. We view it as unlikely, in other words,
that the assimilation of the near future will be accomplished by rede-
fining non-European groups as “white,” even though this did happen
in the past to the racially “in-berween” European groups, such as the
Italians and castern European Jews. s Rather, in the next quarrer cen-
tury, we expect some blurring of the main ethnic and racial bound-
aties of American life. For portions of nonwhite and Hispanic groups,
the social and cultural distance from the mainstream will shrink: these
individuals wilf live and work i ethnically and racially mixed milicus,
much of the time without a sense that their social interactions are
greatly affected by their origins; some will be the products of inter-
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marr.iage, or they or their children will intermarry. Indeced, this pro-

cess is already visibly under way, buc it will expand in the fu,mrc. This

will not, we want ro underscore, mean an end to the profound racial
and ethnic inequalities of the Unired States. But it will alter the racial
cpmpartl_uenralizafion of American society to an {mportant extent,

These considerations leave a fundamental question: What will con-

temporary assimilation mean for the mast intractable boundary, the

biack-white one? In our concluding chapter, as we spell out the il;{p“-

cations for the future, we address this difficult question.

J‘\ny effott such as this requires a theoretical base to give coherence
to its argument. The thearetical approach we take is influenced by the
new ‘msrltutjonalism, a cross-disciplinary paradigm oriented to ex-
plaining the stability and change of institutional structures. An un-
c!e.rlyin.g claimn of the new institutionalist approach is that institution-
alized incentives matter in chanpeling the action of individuals and
groups.®® Our rethinking has led us to formulace a “new assimilation
.rheory” that specifies the mechanisms of assimilation. This is outlined
i the ;econd half of Chapter 2. We argue thar one key to understand-
ing ‘tra]ecrories of incorporation lies in the interplay between the pur-
posive qction of immigrants and their descendants and the contexts—
that is, institutional structures, cultural beliefs, and social networks—
that s.;ha pe it, The mainstream encompasses structures of opportunity
offcrm-g pqwcrful incentives that make assimilation rewafding f.or
many immnigrants and their descendans.

. Another crucial factor lies in the ability and willingness of estab-
lished groups In the white majority to resist and exclude the newcom-
ers, whg\‘l] arce presently greatly reduced from what was the case dur-
ing the first half of the twentieth century. The children of immigrants
fmm southern and castern Europe experienced intense nativist héstil—
ity and some discrimination. Nevertheless, their constitutiona! rights
bgsed on European origins (and their legally unchallenged whiteness)
differentiated them from nonwhite migrant groups of the time, such
thle Chinese and the Mexicans, who were denied these rights /’\5 we
will show in Chapter 3, civil rights—and the pofiticat incorp-crarion
thalj followed from them-—were criticaliy important to the gradual as-
smnla.tion of these Buropean groups, whe continued to face prejudice
and discrimination. Because of the subsequent extension of civil rights
to nonwhites, the monitoring and enforcement of formal rules thq‘t
once worked to effect exclusion from the mainstream now COl’lt‘l‘i].‘.rl];'C
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to fowering the barriers to entry for immigrant minorities and the new
second generation. The institutional boundaries of the mainstream
are more open now to the entry of nonwhites than they have been in
any ather period of American history. In Chapter 2 we argue that by
attacking racial discrimination, the institutional changes of the civil
rights period introduced a tidal shift, even if they have not been suc-
cessful in eradicating racism. In addidon, the legitimacy of overtly
racist belief and practice has never been lower m the eyes of most
Americans. These changes have subtly but noticeably shifred soci-
etal incentives in the direction of promoting improved, predictable
chances for minorities. Even as we make this argument, we recogriize
that these improvements are still small for some minority groups, cs-
pecially non-immigrant ones, such as African Americans,

As with social mobility in industrial societies for all echaic groups,
majority or minority, assimilation into the mainstream mainly occurs
as an individual, family-based process.”” The extent of intergencra-
tional upward mobility is more limited in industrial societies than is
commonly assumed, and there is a divergence in outcomes for all eth-
nic groups, whereby many experience upward social mobility while
most move laterally, and some even move downward ip the stratifica-
tion order. Hence, assimilation linked to actual social mobility pro-
ceeds unevenly and varies across ethnic groups and within the same
group. It depends in part on the forms of capital that immigrants
bring, as we elaborate in Chapter 2. In a high-technology society, im-
migrant families who bring large volumes of human and cultural cap-
ital obviously have an advantage over low-wage laborers with lirtie
formal schooling.

The conception of assimilation that we put forward is neither nor-
mative nor prescriptive. We recognize that the separation hetween
positive and normative science has been, and still is, difficult to
achieve in the study of human affairs, and that much of the concep-
rual literasure in the feld of ethnicity and race mixes the two together.
A normative slant on assimilation is exemplified by the earlier quo-
tations from Warner and Srole and could be amply illustrared by quo-
rations with a similar character from elsewhere in the classical I
erature. It was commonly assumed that assimilation is not only a
“normal® outcome for an ethnic minority in American saciety but
also a beneficial ane, bringing an end to prejudice and discrimination
and a liberation from the constricting-bonds of parochial group loyal-
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ties, As numerous critics have pointed out, the classical assimilation
literature thus appears to preswne, or at least seems consistent with, a
now outdated view that ethnicity is a primordial bond destined ta
weaken as a consequence of the spreading rational individualism and
enlightenment of modern society. Part of our task is ro free the con-
cept of assimilation from this unnecessary baggage.

Much of the skepticism today about the relevance of assimilation
for the immigration of the current era is mirrored by perceptions
about immigrants in past eras. Needless to say, the mere existence of
such parallels does not prove that contemporary immigrants and their
descendants will undergo a process of assimilation comparable to that
of the past; it only alerts us to the possibility that there may be more
continuity than our sense of the uniquencss of the present moment
may readily grant. Therefore, afrer laying out the basis for a new the-
ory of assimilation in Chapter 2, we take up the historical record and
its relevance. In Chapter 3, we examine in some depth the evidence
abour assimilation among the Furcpean-ancestry groups and Cast
Asian groups from the earlier era of mass immigration, This evidence
15 instructive, for it demonstrates the complexity of the historical as-
similation process, which differs in some imporrant respects from the
stereotyped view. b leads us to a consideration of frequently advanced
claims about the differences between past and contemporary immi-
gration eras, which is the subject of Chaprer 4. There we assess the
various arguments that express skepticism over the relevance of as-
similacion for contemporary immigration. Suffice it to say here that
we (ind these putative differences less decisive than they scem at first
sight. In Chapters 5 and 6 we turn our artention fully to the new im-
migrant groups. Chapter 5 depicts the historical background of the
new immigration and provides iflustrative capsule summaries of some
of the new groups. In Chapter 6 we sift recent data for clires concern-
ing the potential relevance of assimilation, considering the domains
of language, sociveconomic standing, residendal situation, and inter-
marriage. Chapter 7 summarizes our argument and also attempts o
address implications for the American future and for the place of eth-
nic and racial cleavages in it.

* CHAPTER TWO =«

Assimilation Theory, Old and New

Whatever the precise words, conceptions of assimilation have been
central to underscanding the American expericnee at least since colo-
nial times. Even then, assimilation was a contested idea, reflecting dif-
ferent visions of a society that was coming inte being, Natjon build-
ing through immigration has been a source of contention throughout
America’s histary as a settler society. The alarm expressed by Ben-
jamin Tranklin abour the swelling number of Germans in Pennsylva-
nia has a very contemporary ring: *Why should the Palatine boors be
suffered to swarm into onr settlements and by herding together estab-
lish their language and manners to the exclusion of ours? Why should
Pennsylvania, founded by the Lnglish, become a colony of aliens,
who will shortly he so numerous as to germanize us instead of our
anglifying chem?™! [mplicit here is an eatly version of what has since
become known as Anglo-conformity, the expectation that imnigrant
groups should swallow intact the existing Anglo-American culture
while simuitaneously disgorging their own.? A different spirit runs
through the now well-known words of the French-born J. Hector 5t
John Crévecoeur, who in his Letters from an American Parmer (],782.)
gives an carly articulation of the melting pot cenception of assimi-

lation:

What is the American, this new man? He is either an Huropean, or the
descendant of an European, hence that strange mixture of blood, which
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you will find in no other country. T could point out to you a family
whose grandfather was an Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whosc
son married a French woman, and whose present four sons now have
four wives of different nations, He is an American, who leaving behind
him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the
new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys, and
the new rank he lolds. . . . Here individuals of all nations are melted into
a new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day canse great
changes in the world.?

In 1845, Ralph Waldo Emerson extended the melting pot idea beyond
Eurepeans when he referred to the energy nor only “of Irish, Ger-
mans, Swedes, Poles, and Cossacks, and all the Furopean tribes,” but
also “of the Africans, and of the Polynesians,” who would contribute
to “a new race, a new religion, a new state, a new literature, which
will be as vigorous as the new Europe which came out of the smelting-
pot of the Dark Ages.”

These quotations reflect different visions of assimilation that ex-
istecl even during the early experience of nation building through the
incorporation of immigrants and their descendants, They also illus-
trate how ideas regarding assimilation are rooted in historical expe-
riences of immigration, from the colonial era of immigration from
northwestern Europe to the ninereenth-century transition to mass im-
migration from southern and eastern Europe and Asia. Fach new
wave of Immigration expanded the range of groups that contribured
to the ethuic diversity of American society, which in torn stimulated
new thinking about the assimilation of newcomers. More recently,
conceptions of assimilation have undergone further rethinking in re-
sponse to the contemporary nonwhite immigration from Asia, the Ca-
ribbean, and Latn America. Assimilation is not a static or utchang-
ing concept; irs definition and specifications have evolved steadily as
American society has changed in its more than several-century experi-
ence of immigration. Conceptions of the American mainstream like-
wise have changed as immigration has contributed to the growing di-
versity of ethnic and racial groups that inhabit the Unired States.

Assimilation and the Chicago Schoeol

Assimilation as a paradigm for the social-scientific understanding of
immigration is traccable to the Chicago School sociologists of the
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early twentieth century and especially to the work of Robert E. Park,
W. 1. Thomas, and their collaborators and students.” That a scien-
tifically oriented conceprion of assimilation should have arisen there
is understandable, for the members of the Chicago School achieved
distinction partly through the close observation of the urban environ-
ment arcund them, and Chicago was then a city growing by leaps and
bounds as a result of massive migrations and industrial growth. As
late as-1833, when Chicago was incorporated as a rown, its site was
almost bare, and its population numbered some 350 souls. Scarcely
three-quarters of a century later, its population had swelled to more
than 2 million. The migrations responsible for this growth brought
people from rural areas of the United States but even more from other
countries. In 1910, 70 percent of the city’s population consisted of
irumigrants and their children, who came from numerous, primarily
Furopean countries and frequently from peasant backgrounds.” The
next decade wimnessed the initial Targe-scale migration ro the city of
blacks from the rural South and the resulting intense racial conflicts.
All around the city in this era, one could observe the difficult adjust-
ments that ethnic minorities and rural migrants were making to urban
Anerican life.

At the newly fonnded University of Chicago (1890}, sociologists
took up the challenge to understand the expertences of migrants fo
the city. Robert Park and E. W. Burgess provided a widely known
early definition of assimilation—*%a process of interpenetration and
fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, sentiments,
and attitudes of other persons and groups and, by sharing their expe-
rience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural
life.”® When read closely, this definition clearly does not require whart
many critics of assimilation theory asswme, namely, the-erasure of all
signs of ethnic origins. Instead, it cquates assimilation with changes
that bring cthnic minorities into the mainstream of American life. It is
in its way a critical response to the toral Americanization ol immi-
grants that at the time was being aggressively promoted by many
Americans. The limited nature of the assimilation Park envisioned
was made even clearer by anorher definition that he later created for
the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, whereby “social” assimila-
tion was “the name given to the process or processes by which peo-
ples of diverse racial origins and different cuitural beritages, occupy-
ing a common territory, achieve a cultural solidarity sufficient at least
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to sustain a national existence.”® This definition expresses an uncler-
standing of assimilation with contemporary appeal, leaving ample
room for the persistence of cthnic elements set within a common na-
tional frame. !0

Nonetheless, Park’s legacy is closely identified with the notion of as-
similation as the end stage of a “race-relations cycle” of “contact,
competition, accommodation, and evenrual assimilation,” a sequence
thag, in his best-known formulation, was viewed as “apparently pro-
gressive and irreversible.” ! In depicting the race relations cycle, Park
was tather deliberately painting with broad brush strokes on a large
canvas, for the cycle refers obliquely o the processes in the modern
world economy, including long-distance labor migrations, that bring
once-separated peoples into closer contact. Competition is the initial,
unstable consequence of contact, as the groups struggle to gain ad-
vahtages over one another, eventuating in the more stable stage of ac-
commodation, where a social structure of typically unequal relations
among groups and a settled undersranding of group positions have
cmerged.’? But no matter how stable this social structure, ethnic dif-
ferences would eventually diminish, according to Park, who wrote
that “in our estimates of race relations we have not reckoned with
the effects of personal intercourse and the friendships that inevitably
grow up out of them.” 3

The Chicago School of sociology contributed to the elaboration of
the concept of assimilarion through important empirical studies di-
rected at informing social policy. One of the early ones, Old World
Traits Transplanted (1921), which was originally published under the
aames of Robert Park and Herbert Miller bur is now known to have
been written largely by W, 1. Thomas, was self-conscionsly formulated
against the campaign for rapid and complere Americanization waged
during and immediately afrer World War {4 In a profound insight
that remains current today, Thomas, Park, and Miller recognized that
assimilation would procecd mare unproblematically if immigrant
groups were left to adjust ar their own pace to American life, rather
than bejug compelled to drop their familiar ways: “A wise policy of
assimilation, like a wise educational policy, does aor seek to destroy
ic actitudes and memories that are theve, but to build on them. There
Is a current opinion in America, of the ‘ordering and forbidding’
type, demanding from the immigrant a quick and complete American-
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ization through the suppression and repudiation of all the signs thar
distinguish him from us.™!3

Members of the Chicago School were pioncers in the study of
city life, and the most enduring empirical studies of assimilation
they produced examine it as a social process embedded in the wr-
ban landscape. These studies take as their point of departure Park’s
axiom that “social relations are . . . inevitably correlated with spa-
tial relations; physical distances . . . arc, or seem to be, indexes of
social distances.”'® From this it follows that upwardly mobhile im-
migrants and their descendants will leave ethnic enclaves, since
“changes of economic and social status . . . tend to be registered
in changes of location.”” When combined with BE. W. Burgess's
zonal model of the city, in which immigrants sertle initiaily in dilapi-
dated areas in a city’s industrial and commercial center, Park’s dic-
tom implies a correspondence among assimilation, seciceconomic
mobility, and spatial mobility outward from the cicy center toward
the suburban ring. In Burgess’s formulation, immigrant groups ini-
tially enter slams “crowded to overtlowing with immigrant colonies,”
move in the next generation to ethnic working-class neighborhoods,
and may eventually disperse into the “Promised Land” at the ciry’s
edge.1?

In The Ghetre (1928), Park’s student Louis Wirth analyzed rhis
process for Jewish neighborhoods in Chicago. Where “a steady influx
of new immigrants has replenished the . . . community, there a ghertto,
with all the characteristic local color, has grown up and maintains ir-
self.” But the gherto is weakened as many residents increasingly desire
to hreak free from the narrowness of ghetto existence. Immigrants,
or more typically their children, consequently leave it for “the more
maodern and less fewish area of sccond scttlement,” a neighborhood
with “a new complexion, unmistakably Jewish, though not quite as
genuine as thar of the ghetto jrself.” Since aspects of the ghette follaw
the “pardially assimilated Jews” into the new arca, some move on
again Lo a third neighborheed, changing their character and insritn-
tions at each of these stages.®

The seminal ideas of the Chicago School on assimilation were for-
mulated during the final decades of mass immigration from southern
and eastern Europe, These ideas guided che empirical studies of immi-
grant adaptation that established the University of Chicago as the pre-
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eminent center for research on the social problems of American urban
society. But the empirical study thas had the greatest subsequent im-
pact, extending the Chicago School's ideas to the study of the descen-
dants of turn-of-the-century immigrants, was W. Lioyd Warner and
Leo Srole’s Social Systems of Anierican Ethnic Groups (1945). Con-
centrating on an older industrial city in New England, Warner and
Srole observed a series of corresponding changes that occurred over
the course of successive generations of various European cthnic
groups following the end of mass immigration in the 19205 and the
Grear Depression of rhe 1930s. Their study was conducted during
World War I, which contributed to lifting the New England economy
out of the long slump stemming from the depression. They docu-
mented the decline of white ethoic enclaves in the context of the war-
time cconomic boom as the native-born generations shifted out of
the working class to higher occupational and class positions and bet-
ter residential neighborhoods. In addition, they identified behavicral
changes in the private spheres of ethnic groups, in the relations be-
tween husbands and wives and between parents and their children, as
well as in the friendships formed by the children, In interpreting their
findings, Warner and Srole posited that assimilation was the dicection
in which all groups were moving, but thar there was great variation
among them in the time required for it ro occur. For virtually all
groups of Enropean origin, inciuding the groups they characterized as
“dark Caucasoids,” such as Armenians and Sicilians, the time re-
quired was no more than “short” to “moderate,” though, as we noted
in the previous chapeer, the scale of time involved could be longer
than these terms might appear to imply, since the authors defined a
“short” duration as a period anywhere in the range of one to six gen-
erations. For non-European groups, all of whom were in their view
racially distinct, assimilation would be “slow” or “very slow,” with
the adjectives actually conveying the uncertainty of the process:
“slow™ refers to “a very long time in the furure which is not yet dis-
cernible,” while “very slow” indicates that “the group will not he
torally assimilated until the present American social order chanpes
gradually or by revolution.” “Dark-skinned” Jews were the cne Ru-
ropean group to whom this uncerrain prognosis zlse applied. Despite
the uncertainty about the prospects for assimilation of nonwhites and
some Jews, the assumption that assimilation was the point on the ho-
rizon toward which all groups were moving, albeit in some cases with
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glacial slowness, was unguestioned. The stage had been set for the
post-Warld War IT synthesis.

The Canonical Synthesis

By the middle of the twentieth century, the apogee of the “melting
pot” as metaphor, assimilarion was integral to the American self-un-
derstanding as the pivot around which social science investigations of
ethnicity and even of race turned. Yet, oddly, the concept itself was
loosely specified and quite murky, There existed 2 broad consensus
about the scope of assimilation, stemming from the early Chicago
School formulation; but relatively little had been accomplished io the
way of developing clear and consistent operational concepts that
could be employed, in an analytically useful fashion, to measure the
extent of assimilation of individuals and groups. Over the decades, a
proliferation of definitions, created by anthropologists, sociolopists,
and others to fit the needs of particular research agendas, had ac-
cumuiated, with attendant confusion generared by definitions that
partly overlapped and partly did not The problem of disentangling
the strands associated with assimilation to reveal its distinct elements
and thereby fashion a set of operational concepes with analytic value
in a broad range of research settings was not solved undl Milton
Gordon's Assimilation in American Life (1264). It is with his book
that a canonical account takes on a sharply etched conceptual pro-
file.2

Gordon’s singular conatribution was to set dewn a synthesis that
elaborated a mulrdimensional concepr of assimilation. Accultura-
tion, he argued, was the dimension that typicaily came first and was,
to a large degree, inevitable. He delined acculturation very broadly as
the minority group’s adoption of the “cultural patterns™ of the host
society—patterns extending beyond the acquisition of the English lan-
guage and such other obvious externals as dress to include aspects
normally regarded as part of the inner or private self, such as charac-
teristic emotional expression or core values and [ife goals. The specific
cultural standard thar represented the direction and eventual outcome
of the acculturation process was the “middle-class cultural patterns
of, largely, white Protestant, Anglo-Saxon origins,” which Gorden
also described as the “core culture.”?? In his view, acculturarion was a
largely one-way process: except in the area of institutional religion,
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the minority group adopted the core culture, which remained basi-
cally unchanged by acculturation. Gardon also distinguished intrinsic
cultural traits, those that are “vital ingredients of the group’s cui-
tural heritage,” exemplified by religion and musical traditions, from
extyinsic traits, which “tend to be products of the historical vicissi-
tudes of the group’s adjustment to the local environment™ and thus
are deemed less central to group identicy.2* The distinction seems to
imply that extrinsic traits are readily surrendered by the group in
making moie or less necessary accommodations to the host society,
but its implications are less clear about intrinsic ones. Certainly, Gor-
don had no expectation that the fundamental religious identities (e.g.,
Catholic, Jewish) of different immigrant groups would be given up as
a resule of acculruration,»

Acculturation could occar in the absence of other types of assimila-
tion, and the stage of *acculturation only” could last indefinitely, ac-
cording ro Gordon. His major hypothesis was that structural assimi-
lation—that is, integration into primary groups—is associated with,
or stimaiates, all ocher types of assimilation {*Once structural assini-
lation bas occurred, . . . all of the cther types of assimilation will natu-
rally follow™). In particular, this meant that prejudice and discrimi-
nation would decline, if not disappear, that intermarriage would be
common, and that the minority’s separate identity wouid wane. The
hypothesis suggests a relationship of cause and etfect, but it should
not be given the causal inflection Gordon’s language implies. Gordon
did not develop a theory of assimilation specifying which causal
mechanisms impede or promote the assimilation of individuals and
ethnic groups. It could be just as true that a decline in prejudice allows
structural assimilation to take place as the reverse. Gordon’s contribu-
tion was the codification of a conceptual framework through lucid
specification of some of the key dimensions of assimilation. His 5yi1-
thesis identifies varions indicators of assimilation, which are not caus-
ally distinct but describe different dimensions of the same underlying
process. These seven dimensions—cultural, structiral, marial, iden-
tity, prejudice, discrimination, civie—provided a composite multi-
dimensional index of assimilation that was useful as a guide in de-
termining the extent of a group’s assimilation according to both
individual- and group-level criteria, Such specification of empiricai in-
dicators of assimilation was readily adapted ro the variable research

Assimilation Theory, Old and New - 25

of quantitative sociolegy, which in the 1960s was in rapid ascen-
dance.? '

As noted, Gordon assumed that acculturation involved change on
the part of an ethnic group in the direction of middle-class Anglo-
American culture, which remained itself largely unaffected, except for
whar he described as “minor modifications” in areas such as food and
place names.® An obvious difficulty, onc that Gordon recognized else-
where in his work {in his concept of the “ethelass,” for instance), is
that American culture varies greatly by locale and social class; accul-
turation hardiy takes place in the shadow of a single middle-class cul-
rural standard. But what was lacking more profoundly was a more
differentiated and syncretic concept, a recognition that American cul-
ture was and is mixed, an amalgam of diverse influences, and that it
continues to evolve “from the unsystemaric fusion of various regional
and racial customs and traditions,” as Michael Lind points out in his
discussion of what he calls the “vernacular” culeure 2

Lt does not reguire a radical shifr in perspective te recognize that
assimilation and acculturation processes can occur not just through
changes in one group that malke it more like another, bur also through
changes in two {or more) groups that shrink rhe differences between
them. In short, aceulturation can result from processes of group con-
vergence. Moreover, acculturation need not be limited to the substi-
ration of one culrural element for its equivalent, whether the replace-
ment comes from the majority or minority culcures, though such
substitution certainly takes place; this narrow conceprion of accultur-
ation is at the reot of the frequently encountered notion that one
group “adopts” the cultural traits of another. In a process of conver-
gence, the impact of minority ethnic cultures on the mainstream can
occur also by an expansion of the range of whar is considered norma-
tive behavior within the mainstream; thus, elements of minoerity cul-
tures are absorbed alongside their equivalents of Anglo-American or
other origing or are fused with mainstream elements to create a com-
posite culture. The cultural fusion that results, especially evident in
urhan life, remakes the repertoire of styles, cuisine, popular culture,
and myths, and incrementally becomes incorporated into the Ameri-
can mainstream.

Gordon’s legacy also includes codification of alternarive concep-
riens of assimilation in the United States. Gordon described these as
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the “theories™ of Angio-conformity and of the melting pot, but they
are more appeopriately viewed as alternative popular beliefs or ideol-
ogies about the composition and nature of civil society. The model of
Anglo-conformity, which corresponds in spirit with the campaign for
rapid, “pressure-cooker” Americanization during aud immediately
after World War I, equated assimilation with acculturation in the An-
glo--Anwrican mold. It ignored other aspects, and was therefore indif-
ferent with regard to structural assimilation. The model of the melting
pot has enjoyed several periods of popularity in American discussions
of ethnicity, most recently in the aftermath of World War 11. It oflers
an idealistic vision of American society and identity as arising from
the biological and cultural fusion of different peoples; and while its
exponents have usually emphasized the contributions of Luropeans
to the mixture, it allows for recognition of those of non-Eurcpean
groups as well. In terms of Gordon’s scheme, the model emphasized
cultural and structural assimilation. It forccase widespread intermar-
rjlagr:; a well-known variant, the triple melting pot, foresaw intermar-
riage as taking place within pepulation pools defined by religious
boundaries.® The cultural assimilation portion of the melting pot idea
was rather ambiguous, however. Many early exponents spoke in ways
that suggested a truly syncretic American culture blending elemenis
from many different groups, but later commentators were more con-
sistent with Gordon's own conception that acculturarion is 2 mostly
one-directional acceptance of Anglo-American parterns.!

Gordon discussed a third model, cultaral pluralism, which, though
not strictly speaking a part of the assimilatien canon, nevertheless
terrded to bolscer the assimilation concept by providing an unconvine-
ing alternative. Here Gordon hewed rather strictly to an early-twenti-
eth-century conception of pluralism acticulated by the philosopher
I:Torace Kallen., The hasic idea was quite simple: thar a society bene-
hch when the different ethnic elements in it retained their cultural
distinctiveness, analegous to the way that the sound of an orchestra
gains in richness from the distinctive voices of the assembled instru-
ments. Cultural pluralism is thus the intellectuai ancestor of contem-
porary multiculturalism.® The difficulty, as Gordon recognized, is
that Kallen’s conception more or less required preservation of the cul-
tural ingegrity of different groups and thus largely overlooked the cnl-
tural change apd mixing arising from their interactions.

Interestingly, Gordon himself espoused none of these models. This
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may come as & sUrprise to many wha know his views only in the con-
text of the present-day, disparaging discussion of assimilation, for he
has often been identified with a school that portrays assimilation as
an almost inevitable outcome for groups that have entered the United
States through immigration. But this is not, in fact, a fair characteriza-
tion. Although Gordon left listle doubt that, in bis view, acculturation
was inevitable to a large degree, he did not see structaral assimilation
as similarly foreordained. Tis analysis of Ametican society led to the
conclusion that structiral pluralisn rather than cultural pluralism
was the more accurate description. 1 le envisioned the Unifed States as
constituted from echnic subsocieties, in whose institutions and social
networks most individuals spend the major portion of their social
lives.s?

Another prominent element of the canonical synthesis is the notion
of “straight-line assimilation,” popularized by Herbert Gans and Neil
Sandberg. (Gans later changed the straight line to a “Lumpy” one )™
The straight-line idea envisions a process unfolding in a sequence of
generational steps: each new generation represents on Average a new
stage of adjustment to the host society, that is, a Further srep away
from ethnic “ground zero,” the community and ethnoculture estab-
lished by the immigrants, and a step closer in a variety of ways to
more complete assimifation.® The idea of an inherent generational
dynamic is well illustrated by the hypothesis of third-generation re-
turn, which has an ambiguous relationship to the assimilation thesis. ¢
"T'he logic behind the kypothesis is that the second generation, the chil-
dren of the immigrant generation, feels impelled to assimilate by the
need to demonstrate that it is truly part of the society and no longer
foreign, while the third generation, in no doubt about being Ameri-
can, can afford to exhibit signs of erhnicity. “What the son wishes ro
forget, the grandson wishes co remember” was Will Herberg’s pithy
formulation that helped to popularize the idea.’

Extending the Canon

Gordon described his multidimensicnal schema as “assimilation vari-
ables”: and although he illustrated its applicability with a chart that
employed anly qualitative measures such as “ves,” “no,” “mostly,”
and “partly,” his synthesis nonetheless opened the way for the devel-
opment of quantitative indicators of assimilation. The specification of
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precise measures of assimilation gained ground in the 1960s, inspired
by the breakthrough in quantitative research, especially in the field of
stratification. Following the publication of seminal studies such as
Peter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan's American Qccupational Striec-
ture (1967),% researchers shifred their focus in the 1970s from struc-
tural assimilation—integration into primary groups, intermarriage—
to what became identified as “socioecoromic zssimilation.”

Status-attainment research reinforced the view that assimilation
and social mobility are inextricably linked (and, conversely, that there
is no assimilation if social mobility has not also oceurred). Afthough
this view had been adumbrated earlier, the explicit link berwesn so-
cioeconomic attainment and assimilation represented a conceprual re-
formulation, one that was in accord with the postwar interest in com-
parative research on social mobility. According ro the most common
conception, sociceconomic assimilation was equated with the atrain-
ment of average or above-average sociveconomic standing, as mea-
sured by mdicarovs such as educartion, occupation, and income. 1t was
deemed o have occurred to the degree ¢hat the socioeconomic distri-
bution of the minority group resembles that of the majerity.® Since
many mnmigrant groups, especiaily these coming from agricultural
backgrounds, such as the irish, Ttalians, and Mexicans, eatered the
American social structure on its lowest runegs, this meaning of socio-
economic assimilation was often conflated wirh social 1'1'10bﬂity.

A more sophisticated conception of socioeconomic assimilation is
needed to recognize that immigrant groups no longer start incvitably
at the bettom of the labor market, that contemporary immigration in-
cludes numercus groups that bring substantial educational creden-
rials, professional training, and other forms of human capital. One
way to avoid the historical specificity in the conventional formulation
is to define socioeconomic assimilation as minority participation
mainstream sociveconomic institutions (e.g., labor markee, educa-
tion} on the basis of parity with cthnic-majority individuals of similar
socloeconomic origins. If the emphasis in the first conception falls on
equality of attainments or position, the emphasis in the second is on
cquality of treatment: members of the immigrant minority and others
simailarly posidioned have the same life chances in the pursuit of con-
tested goods, such as desirable occupations. In this sense, the ethnic
distincrion has lost its relevance for processes of sociosconomic ar-
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tainment.®® Tn this sense, too, one can assimilate into the working
class, and many do.

Also added to rhe quantitative repertoire of assimilation studics
was a focus on residential mohility, which was not included in Gor-
don’s synthesis either, This was a curions omission in that the sertle-
ment of immigrants in segregated ethnic communities, from which a
gradual dispersal rook place in tandem with other forms of assimila-
tion, frequently after a generation or two, was one of the best-known
observations of the Chicago School of sociology. The inclusion of resi-
dential ruchility would appear o be consistent with Gordon's think-
ing on structural assimilation because it can be viewed as a “determi-
nant® of sparial opportunity, that is, it expands the ethnic mix of
everycday social contacts, especially for the generation growing ap.
Iouglas Massey’s “spatial assimilation” model formalized the sig-
nificance of residence for the assimilation paradigm.*t The model, a
connnuation of the Chicago Schools ecological tradition, treats the
spatial distribution of racial and ethnic groups as a reflection of their
luman capital and the state of their assimilation, broadly construed.
trs basic tenets are that residential mobility follows from the accnlnue-
arion and social mobility of ethnic familics, and that residential mo-
bility is an intermediate step on the way to strucrural assimilation. As
members of minority groups acculturate and establish themselves in
American labor markets, they attempt to leave behind less successtul
members of their groups and te convert sociceconomic and assimila-
tion progress into residential gain by *purchasing” residence in places
with greater advantages and amenities. But because good schools,
clean streets, and other amenities are more commeon in the communi-
ties where the majority is concentrated, and these communities have
beent largely suburban since the 1950s, the search by ethnic minority
families for better surroundings leads them toward suburbanization
and greater contact with the majority.

Stacus-attainment and segregation research provided assimilation
studlies with quantitative measures, by means of powerful statistical
merhods, of the extent to which the life chances of immigrants and
their descendants were simiiar or dissimilar to the mainstream experi-
ence, The study of ethnic and racial groups was linked to the general
interest in understanding social and sparial mobiliry in a manner that
shifted analytic interest from the cxamination of the cultural and in-
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terpersonal dimensions of assimilation to questions of comparative
ethnic stratification. Accordingly, ethnic and racial minorities were
regarded as moving in the direction of assimilation insofar as their
educational, occupational, income, and residential characteristics ap-
proached, equaled, or exceeded rhose of Anglo-Americans or native-
boern non-Hispanic whites. Findings of persistent inequality in life
chances, measured quantitatively with large public-use data sets,
could be interpreted as evidence of discrimination and restrictions on
rhe opporiunity for assimilation.

A Return to the Chicago School's Roots

Gordon’s analysis, the touchstone for all subscquent studies of assimi-
lation, focused artention on the last stage of Park’s race relations
cycle. This has had the effect of influencing subsequent researchers
to conceive of assimilation as an outcome expected to be rapidly
achieved. Often they are quick to conclude that if signs of incipient as-
similation are not abundant in the first and second generations, as in
the naive view that assimilation is contingent on attainment of mid-
dle-class status, the theory should be rejecred. Yet the race relations
cycle picnecred by Park tock the long view of ethnic and race rela-
tions as a protracted historical process. (Warner and Srole, as we have
noted, viewed six generations—the period they thonghts wonld be re-
quired by groups such as the Armenians and the lealians—as a *mod-
erate” time to assimilation. Moreover, they did not conflate assim-
ilation with entry into the middle class bur idenrified it with the
reduction of differences with Anglo-Americans, including presumably
those in the laboring classes.) What fater gor eclipsed was the ethnic
stratificaiion in the period of accommodation for the first and second
generations after immigration. In other words, the modal experience
of these gencrations is within an ethnic stratification order, not rapid
assimilation.

At virtually the same time as Gordon’s seminal volume, another
bock appeared that represented a plausible attempt to formuiate a
complex and sophisticated theoretical analysis of ethnic stratification
and assimilatton. What distinguishes ‘lomatsu Shibutani and Kian
Kwan from Gordon is cheir interest in reviving and updating the Chi-
cago School approach to studies of assimilation. Although their study
has had only a limited influence in shaping the subsequent literarure
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on assimilation, it was an important early effort to specity causal
mechanisms within the assimilation paradigm. Shibutani and Kwan
employed a worldwide canvas for their study of assimilation—the
case studies they used to ground their theoretical analysis included
such diverse instances as Manchn rule over Han Chinese and ethnic
stratification in the Roman Empire—and their underlying aim was to
gain a deeper understanding of the American experience of race rela-
tions through. compararive analysis of systems of ethnic dominatien
in diverse historical and societal serrmgs.

Shibutani and Kwan drew upen core conceptual themes of the Chi-
cago School—George Herbert Mead’s symbolic interacnionism, Rob-
ert Park’s race relations cycle, and Charles Darwin’s evolutionary the-
ory as extended by human ecologists—which they then applied to the
study of assimilation and stratification of ethnic and racial minorities.
‘The starting point of their avalysis was the assertron that genetic dif-
ferences between groups, if they even exist, cannot explain the so-
cial distances between them. Instead, differences giving rise ro social
distances are creared and sustained symbolically through the human
practice of classifying people into ranked categories. Following Mead,
$hibutani and Kwan argued that how a person is treated in society de-
pends “not on what he is” but on the “manner in which he is de-
fined.” Placing people into categories, each associated with expected
behavior and treatment, allows humans to deal in a routine and pre-
dictable manner with strangers and acquaintances ontside their pri-
mary groups. “Except in a small viliage one cannot possibly treat each
individual he encounters as a unique human being, for he has neither
the time nor the opportunity to acquire all the pertinent derails. In
such contexts as these, ethnic categories assume importance.” The
¢laim that the classification of human beings into ethnic and racial
groups stems from a cogmitive mechanism embedded in social inter-
actions, not biological difference, has a very contemporary ring, so
much so that a name has been fashioned for it: soetal constricction.™

Social distance is the linchpin concept in the explanarien of rthe
color line that segregates minorities and impedes assimilation. By so-
cial distance, Shibutani and Kwan refer to the subjective stare of
“nearness felt to certain individuals,” not physical distance hetween
groups.™ In their account, change in subjective srates—reduction of
social distance—precedes and stimulates structural assimilation (in
contradiction to Gordon’s reasoning about strucrural assimilation, we
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may note). When social distance is small, there is a feeling of common
identity, closeness, and shared experiences. But when social distance is
great, people perceive and treat the other as belonging to a different
category; and even after long acquaintance, there are still feelings of
apprehension and reserve.

Shibutani and Kwan's use of the Chicago School’s evolutionary ap-
preach contributed a vital macroscopic dimension which was missing
from Gordon’s synthesis. The large processes behind Pack’s race rela-
tions eycle, they argued, stem from competition and natural selection
arising out of human migration and intergroup contact, as individu-
als, through groups, compete for resources and symbolic domination
in a territorial space. Following the lead of the Norwegian anthropol-
ogist Frederik Barth, Shiburani and Kwan emphasized the social pro-
cesses governing the boundary between ethnic groups rather than the
attributes of specific proups.®® Majority and minorities, they argued,
must be studied in terms of their relationship to each other rather
than separately. There arc usually multiple groups sharing a territorial
space, rather than only two, and they are bound by murual interde-
pendencies in such a way that the unit of analysis is the community as
a whole, nor distinet, enclosed ethnic groups.

Shibutani and Kwan linked the processes governimg the symbolic
construction of ethnic differences to the economic and status inter-
ests of corporate actors at the community level. Not only did this in-
sight aflow them to bring power—a concept absent from Gordon’s
scheme—into their analysis of assimilation, but also it pointed to the
linkages between larpe-scale institutional processes and change ac the
individual level. For Shibutani and Kwan, a stable system of ethnic
stratification 1s embedded not just in informal arrangements—social
norms, customs, and conventions operating at the micro-sociological
level—hut also in an institurional order in which the dominant group
upholds its position and privileges throngh control of formal institu-
tions, the state, and coercive forces. Thus, the subordination of eth-
nic minorities is maintained not merely by moral consensus but uiti-
mately by institutionalized power and outright coercion.

Their comparative analysis uncovered many exceptions to Park’s
optimistic conception of assimilation: interethnic contacts that se-
sulted in the segregation, expulsion, or even the extermination of mi-
nority groups. It thus provides a soberly realistic assessment of the
prospects for assimilation of non-European minoriries. Domination is
gained through competitive advantages accruing ro the group whase
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culrure is best adapred to exploit the resources of the ecology. Compe-
tition and natural sclection push minorities mto the teast desirable
residentiat Jocations and economic niches. Ethnic stratification orders
tend to be long-lasting once established and institnrionalized. They
are based on a moral order in which the dominant group is convinced
that its advantages derive from natural differences, and minorities
come to belicve in their inferiority and accept their lot at the bottom
of the stratification order. Individual minority group members may
achieve social mobility within the stratification order and gain eco-
nomic parity, but as exceptions to the rule. Such upwardly mobile in-
dividuals, often of mixed race, acquire a marginal status that gives
them a modicum of privilege and respect, but they are fully accepred
neither by the dominant group nor by their own ethnic community. In
a stable ethnic stratification order, individual assimilation occurs even
while the system maintaining dominance remains intact.

I most of the cases Shibutani and Kwan analyzed, the assinulation
of racial minorities occurs only incrementally as social distance is
gradually reduced and the color line begins to break down. The mech-
anisms that bring abour the reduction of social distance stem from
structural changes that occur at the macro level. In the absence of
such changes, ethnic stratification ovders tend toward stable equilib-
rium. In other words, the segregation of racial minoritics into eth-
nic enclaves would persist indefinitely in the absence of exogenous
change. In explaining the changes that aleer stable ethnic stratification
orders, Shibutani and Kwan emphasize the importance of technologi-
cal innovation, which in turn induces alterations in the mode of pro-
duction. Changes in the economic system associated with technologi-
cal shifts often introdice opportunities for minority groups to acquire
new competitive advantages that make them indispensable to employ-
ers. These in turn lead emplovers to seek institational changes favor-
able to the interests of minority groups, changes that, in a capitalist
systemn, are relatively casy to institute when elites find this in their eco-
nowmic interest. As a contemporary cxample, ene could point to the
role of employers in supporting the immigration of workers, both
skilled znd unskilled, legal and undocumented, despite the public
clamor for greater limits on legal immigration and a currailing of ille-
gal immigrarion. At one end of the economic spectrum, there is the
growing labor market demand for highly skilled warkers (e.g., Silicon
Valley’s use of forsign-born computer programmers), given the post-
industrial transformation of the American economy; at the other end,
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there is a continuing need for elastic sources of low-wage labor in the
agriceltural sector, in “degraded™ manufacturing sectors such as che
garment industry, and in personal services such as child care.*

"The most immediate source of a decline in social distance, Shibu-
tani and Kwan assert, occurs when institutional change stimulates the
introduction of new ideas that challenge values and cultural heliefs
previously taken for granted, as in the discrediting of white suprema-
cist idenlogics in the postcoionial world, and a “transformation of
values” ensues. “Systems of ethnic stratification begin to break down
when minority peoples develop new self-conceptions and refuse to ac-
cept subordinate roles. As they become more aware of their worth in
comparison to members of the dominant group, what they had once
accepted as natural becomes unbearable.”™7 Soeial movements, often
mvolving protests and rebellions, are the moror that sparks interest
among the political elite in instituting changes and reforms o alter the
refationship between majority and minority in a manner that pro-
motes assirmilarnion.

In sum, their analysis of assimilation focuses attention on the extent
to which change at the macroscopic level opens the way for concomi-
tant change in subjective states at the individual and primary group
levels. Their study adds several features that are missing in the canoni-
cal account. One is a complex causal analysis that allows for the in-
troduction of contingency (i.e., variable group trajectories), in con-
trast to the uniformity produced by the reliance on generationzlly
incuced change. Another is the preservation of the distinctions among
levels of aggregation so that the interaction among individuals,
groups, and the larger social environment is incorporated into the an-
alytic accounting. Their analysis acknowledges exogenous influcnces,
such as technological innovations, along with shifts in conditions at
the socieral and group levels as affecting individual decisions and ac-
tions that do or do nor advance assimilation. Finally, their analysis
quite explicitly recognizes the cenrality of stratification in the ethnic
experience; it docs not, as the canonical formnlation does, stight the
persistence of social inequalities while presenting assimilation as the
seemingly universal experience of inumigrant minorities.

These advances notwithstanding, Shibutani and Kwaa's theoretical
analysis proved to be less influential than Gordon’s, in part because it
was not amenable to the multivariate design of quantitative sociology.
Nevertheless, recognition of a theoretical impoverishment of quanti-
tative sociology, which racitly came ro conceive of theory as the “sum
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of variables,” has given rise to an interest in explanation that specifies
the causal mechanisms which produce the outcome to be explained.*
[n light of this development, Shiburani and Kwan’s synthesis of the
Chicago Schoo! provides useful clues for the construction of a new
wstitutionalist theory of assimilation, one that specifies causal mecha-
nisms which explain the coexistence of both segregating and blending
processes in society,

MNew Assimilation Theory

The aim of theory is to help us understand the causes of a phenome-
non. In constructing a theory of assimilation, we follow the “new
realists” in the philosophy of science in moving away from the “cov-
ering law” approach to explanation associated with classical posttiv-
ism." Causation, instead, is identified as a central cliuster of diverse
and specific processes conceived as mechanisms that produce or gen-
erate the phenontenon to be explained ™ In other words, a theory is
the approximately true description of the underlying causes of what
one secks to explain.

In any eva, theorizing about a particular domain is shaped by
more general theoretical language, the modaliries of conceptualizing
social processes that are current at that time. As we noted, Shiburani
and Kwan's theoretical analysis was deeply imbued with the principal
elements of the Chicago School approach, including Darwinian eva-
lutionary theory. The langnage these presuppositions gave rise ro ac-
counts for some of the imitations of their framewark. For instance,
Shibutani and Kwan wanted to address theoretically events at an in-
stitutional level; but institutions, properly defined as the formal and
informal rules of the game, are poorly conceived as fearures of a phys-

‘ical ecology within which competition and natural selection operate.

For one thing, the selection processes stemming from institutions arc
constrained by culrural beliefs and social networks, which ser institu-
tional processes apart from natural sefection in the biotic world where
Darwinian evolutivnary theory has demonstrated its explanatory
mettle.

The Concepiual Framework

‘We draw for our theoretical language on recent advances in institu-

tional analysis in the social sciences. Institutional theories evolved out
of two distinct traditions, the methodolegical individualism of Max
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Weber's comparative instirutional analysis, and methodological ho-
lism, stemming from the influence of the French sociologist Emile
Durkheim, which asserts that institutional structures caanot be re-
duced to the action of individuals.5 These rival traditions have gradu-
ally moved in the divection of convergence, through cfforts to inee-
grate purposive action with large-scale institutional processes.s? In the
new institutionalist approaches, explanations for institutional change
generally refer to causal mechanisms embedded in the purposive ac-
tien of individval and corporate actors, which in turn are shaped by
cultural beliefs, relational structures, path dependence, and changing
relative costs,

Institutions seructure incentives and specify the rules of legitimare
social acnion within which individuals and organizations compete for
control over resources, Tnstitutions, defined as a web of interrelated
narms, formal and informal, govern social relationships® As
Durkheim argued, they serve as constraints shaping social and eco-
nemic exchange at all levels of society. Institutions are not merely
constraints, however, but are also resources thatr make possible the
achievement of goals not otherwise attainable; hence, individuals and
organizations compete for influence and control over institutional
structures. Those who controf the direction of institutional change
can remake the rules of the game to favor their interests. Thus, firms
lobby to change the legal environment in a manner that accrues ro
their competitive advantage, and political parties compete for control.
Changes in formal rules are enacted by formal organizations such as
the state. Change in the informal rules such as custems, convenrions,
and social norms volve a more bottom-up evolutionary process of
cultural and social change, Conscquently, informal constraints often
are resifient to efforss ac change imposed by the state. For nstance,
changes in the formal rules legislated by Congress in the wale of
the civil rights movement in the 1960s brought about institutional
changes dismantling de jure segregation in the South and increasing
the cost of discrimination in rhe workplace nationwide, The subse-
guenr backlash, firse expressed through informal resistance and thea
through formal challenges to federal programs, sugzests the resilience
of the informal constraints—the customs, conventions, etiquette, and
social norms—regulating the color line between blacks and whites.

Listory matters in underscanding the deep patterns of stability and
change in institutional structures.™ Opposition to changes in the for-

Assimilafion Theory, Old and New - 37

mal rules of the game often arises our of social groups whose inter-
ests are adversely affected by the new rules, Whereas self-reinforcing
mechanismg in institutions tend to frustrate efforts to bring about
change, other aspects of the institutional environment may facilitate
changes in certain directions.s* As individuals and organizations at-
tempt to innovate instirutional change to open the way for new op-
portunities, they undermine or remake the existing institutional
framework, often with effects nor anticipared by those inictating the
change. This is seen in the landmark Immigration Act of 1965, whose
supporters in Congress never envisioned that their legislation, aimed
at eliminating national origins quotas restricting southern and eastern
European immigration, would result in alrering profoundly the racial
and ethnic composition of major cities and even regions of the Unired
States. In order to ensure continuity in the ethnic mix of immigration,
they drafted a family reunification clause to the new wmmigration law.
But they did not anticipate that family members of European Ameri-
cans would prefer to remain in Europe and that relacively small exise-
ing ethnic populations would generate a high volume of chain migra-
tion from Asia through the family reunification option.

Our theory of assimilation builds on the behavioral assumptions of
the new institutionalism in sociology. Agents act according to micnral
models shaped by cultural beliefs—customs, social norms, law, ideol-
ogy, and religion—that mold perceptions of self-interest. They {follow
rule-of-thumb heuristics in solving problems that arise, and make de-
cisions in the face of uncertainty stermming from incomplete informa-
tion and the risk of opportunism in the institutional environment. For
this reason, new institutionalists view rationality as context-bownd
and contingent in contrast to the rationality assuiaption of neoclassi-
cal economics thar individuals maximize their vrility with complete
information and unbounded cognitive capacity. Context-bound ratio-
nality focuses analytic attention on integrating accounts of choices
made by individuals with an analysis of the institutional context.™ It
involves a “thick™ as opposed to a “thin” view of rationality. The lar-
ter depends on an abstract account of goals as motivated by a self-in-
terest rooted in utility or preferences and posits urility maximization
as the mode of reasoning for actors who calculate costs and benefits
of alternative courses of action in selecting the most efficient means
to an end. By contrast, a context-bound rationality views agency as
stemming from choices made by actors according to perceptions of
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costs and benefits embedded in the institutional environment. It as-
sumes limited cognitive ability on the part of actors and interprets ra-
tionality partly as a product of institutional processes. Adaptations
based ou unintended consequences of action that result in success or

rewards also fall within the purview of context-bound rationality.”” t

an unintended consequence results in success, actors are likely to re-
peat the action. Similarly, if the informal norms of a close-knit group
contribute to producing unintended beneficial ourcome, the group
will reinforce these norms.

Mechanisms of Assimilation

Qur aim in this section is to specify a repertoire of mechanisms oper-
ating at the individual, primary-group, and institutional levels that
shape the trajectories of adaptation by immigrants and their descen-
dants. The causal mechanisms we propose fall broadly into two groups
that are general to sccial behavior: the proximate causes which oper-
ate at the individual and social network {primary-group and commu-
nity) levels and are shaped by the forms of capital that individuals and
proups possess, and the distal, often deeper causes, which are embed-
ded in large structures such as che institutional arrangements of the
state, firm, and labor market.

We do not assume that assimilation is a universal outcome, ocour-
ring in a straight-line trajectory from the time of arrival to entry into
the middle class. The assumption of inevitability assumes away what
requires cxplanation. Assimilation, defined as the attenuation of dis-
tinctions based on ethnjc origin, is not an inevitable outcome of adap-
tation by ethnic and racial minorities, as even a cursory reflection
on the extent and scope of ethnic conflict around the world would
5LgResL.

To the extent that assimilation occurs, it proceeds incrementally,
usually as an intergenerational process, stemming both from individu-
als’ purposive action and from the unintended consequences of their
workaday decisions. In the case of immigrants and their descendants
who may not intentionally seck to assimilate, the cumulative effect of
pragmatic decisions aimed at successtul adaptation can give rise to
changes in behavior that nevertheless lead to eventual assimilarion.
Assimilation oceurs at different rates within different ethnic and ra-
cial groups, so that within the same cthnic group there is very consid-
erable variation in the extent of assimilation—as is clear, for example,
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in the sharp contrast between intermarried Jews and the residents of
socially encapsulated Hasidic communities. ‘

Linally, we assume that no single causal mechanism explains immi-
grants” adaptation to their host society; instead a variety of mecha-
nisms operating at different levels are involved. Strnilarly, the set of
mechanisms varies across ethnic and racial groups, sometimes involv-
ing more collectivist modes of accommadation (e.g.. among Jews,
Japanese, Cubans, and Koreans) and someliies more individualist
modes of adaptation {e.g., among ermans, Scandinavians, ltalians,
and Filipinos). Moteover, for most ethnic groups a mix of collectivist
and individualist mechanisms contributes to shaping the trajectory of
adaptation, so that even while the modal experience is defined by the
purposive activity of individuals, this does not rule out the impor-
tance of collectivist efforts at the group level which help to secure op-
portunitics for gain ar the individual level.

Purposive action. Although individual and corporate actors typi-
cally meljorize, rather than maximize—that is, their choices are “in-
tendedly rational, but only limitedly so”#—their actions are pur-
posive in the gense that interest and incentives obviously mateer. A
satisfactory theory of assimilation must, at the individual level, con-
ceptually incorporate agency stemming from purposive action and
self-interest and provide an account of the incentives and motivation
for assimilation.

. Like all of us, immigrants and their descendants act in accordance
with mentaf models shaped by cultural beliefs that mold perceptions
of self-interest. They follow rule-of-thumb heuristics in solving prob-
Jems, and make decisions in the face of nncertainty stemming from in-
complete information. Their choices are inevitably contexe-bound,
shaped not only by cultural beliefs but also by institutional con-
straints.

This is illustrated in the stary of a Mexican laborer named Flores
who was interviewed by a New York Times correspondent along the
Mexico-Arizona border. That border is known to be the most danger-
ous point of entry for illegal migrants because it adjoins the vast Alear
Desert. Flores is described as a stout man with the coarse and stubby
fingers of someone who works the land. He had “heard of dozens of
stories about immigrants who had died from exposure to the heat and
cold” crossing the desert and readily “acknowledged thar the journey
ahcad might seem foolhardy.” Yet even without full information of



