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Introduction

Arthur O. Lovejoy once remarked that despite a popular belief to the
contrary, philosophers are “persons who suffer from a morbid solicitude
to know what they are talking about.” Although he put the point amus-
ingly, Lovejoy meant it seriously. And since the passage occurs in one
of his earliest and best-known essays in the history of ideas, “On the
Discrimination of Romanticisms,” we can safely assume that he thought
this way of characterizing philosophers ought to apply to intellectual
historians as well." I think it also applies with special force to historians
who deal with ethnic and religious issues. The essays collected in this
book are intended to illustrate that conviction; but in keeping with the
spirit of Lovejoy's remark, let us begin by inquiring just what he was
talking about.

If knowing what one is talking about is taken to mean doing one's
homework, performing the necessary research, or getting the facts
straight, then historians surely have as good a claim to Lovejoy’s quasi
definition as philosophers. Indeed, most would probably feel they have
a better claim, since they tend to regard philosophers as indisposed to
research and only moderately interested in empirical evidence.

But simply doing one’s homework was not what Lovejoy had in mind
when he spoke of philosophers’ morbid solicitude to know what they are
talking about. The context of his remarks leaves no doubt that he was
talking about conceptual clarity, about knowing what one means by the
terms one uses. Relatively few historians—especially American histori-
ans—would claim that Lovejoy’s witticism, thus understood, captures
their essential professional concerns. True, there are occasional outstand-
ing works, such as Daniel T. Rodgers’s Contested Truths, which focus
directly on how the meaning of key terms has shifted over time, and the
so-called linguistic turn (i.e., the influence of postmodern literary and
cultural theory) has alerted intellectual historians to the importance of
“discourse.” But “discourse” is less a clarifying concept than a candidate
for clarification itself, and prominent intellectual historians such as Bruce
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viii INTRODUCTION

Kuklick and David Hollinger have criticized the hermetic quality of some
of the work inspired by the “linguistic turn.” For these reasons, the
recent talk about discourse cannot be taken as evidence that historians
as a group have been converted from their relative indifference to ter-
minological precision.

The difference between historians and philosophers in this regard
reflects a fundamental difference in what we might call cognitive tem-
perament. Historians and philosophers simply go at their intellectual
tasks in different ways. And although I believe that historians ought to
cultivate a greater sensitivity to terminology, the impatience with these
matters they sometimes display is not the result of sheer perversity. At
least three reasons for it can be suggested.

First, historians characteristically believe that immersion in empir-
ical detail puts them in the most rewarding contact with what William
James called the “rich thicket of reality.” By contrast, they are apt to
associate concern for definitional niceties with the ultra-abstractionist’s
preference for “skinny outlines” and barren generalizations.® Second, the
social scientists and other conceptualizers who deal with historical data
so often disagree among themselves on fundamental points that work-
aday historians can plausibly excuse themselves for bypassing defini-
tional problems wherever possible. Finally, historians of ethnicity (among
others) can argue that their highly informal approach to terminological
issues is justified because the concepts that figure most prominently in
their accounts— “nativism,” “racism,” “prejudice,” “assimilation,” and so
on—Ilong ago entered the realm of general public discourse, losing in
the process whatever conceptual precision they may once have possessed.

Many objections might be made to this set of reasons, but let us
assume for the sake of argument that they have some validity. Nothing
further need be said about the first one. which philosophers might be
disposed to regard as little more than an invidious restatement of the
temperamental difference between practitioners of the two disciplines.
Points 2 and 3, however, deserve a word of elaboration because, to the
extent that what they assert is true, they should actually be understood
as reasons for historians to be more, rather than less, sensitive to con-
ceptual and linguistic issues,

With respect to point 2, the historian who deals with subjects on
which conceptual disagreements exist, or where definitions of key terms
vary, must be painstakingly attentive to these matters in order to avoid
pitfalls of the apples-and-oranges variety. While this may require explicit
discussion of theoretical points, it does not betoken abandoning history
for speculation. On the contrary. it is entailed by a methodological prin-
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INTRODUCTION ix

ciple that all historians accept: evidence must be handled carefully and
critically.

The same consideration applies to the third point, for the widespread
use of terms such as racism, ethnicity, and pluralism in popular dis-
cussion in itself constitutes an important kind of historical evidence. The
meaning of these terms, when so used, is inevitably fuzzy, and their
application correspondingly loose and overlapping. But that does not de-
tract from their importance as evidence. Several other facts add materially
to their evidentiary value: that their usage is often charged with passion;
that the terms themselves take on heavy moral overtones, both positive
(as in most usages of pluralism) and negative (as in virtually all usages
of prejudice); that their salience in public discourse, and the connotations
they bear, change over time; and above all, that the terms in which the
discussion of ethnic and religious issues is carried on go a long way
toward determining how those issues are understood and evaluated. All
this makes the popular terminology of ethnicity historical evidence of the
highest importance.

The essays that follow will, I hope, serve to illustrate and substantiate
this highly compressed statement of the reasons that justify historical
study of the terminology of diversity. It is perhaps pertinent to add here
that my own convictions on this score derive from having carried out
these investigations; they were not the precipitating cause for undertak-
ing the research in the first place. In other words, I did not embark on
the first of these studies out of any prior conviction that the semantic,
or conceptual history, approach would be particularly rewarding. More
on that in a moment, but before commenting on the background and
genesis of the essays, | want to state explicitly what will soon become
evident to the reader, namely, that they are not based on, nor do they
intentionally incorporate, any systematically articulated theory of lan-
guage, rhetoric, hermeneutics, or “discourse.” Most of them were orig-
inally written before historians had heard much about the linguistic turn,
and | have not attempted to revise them in the light of recent interest
in these matters. Although they deal with matters that can legitimately
be called linguistic, they are the product of the traditional, commonsense
approach conventionally employed by historians. In other words, they
reflect the characteristic methodological bias of the historian. But I am
immodest enough to claim that they also illuminate important conceptual
issues in ways that cannot be duplicated by any other method.

The focus on terminology is most consistently central in part 1,
“Coming to Terms with Ethnicity.” The first of these essays, on the
melting pot as a symbol of ethnic interaction, was what got me started
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on this line of investigation. As I noted above, 1 did not undertake it from
any particular sensitivity to the importance of language. I had recently
completed a doctoral dissertation that involved issues of ethnicity and
religion, and I was looking for a new project. An ofthand comment by
one of my professors in graduate school, Thomas N. Brown, had earlier
alerted me to the variety of meanings that the melting pot had for different
people. Sometime thereafter, 1 ran across Henry Pratt Fairchild's shock-
ing suggestion that the village dog pound was a better symbol than the
melting pot for what immigration was doing to American nationality and
culture. That really caught my attention, and, after the dissertation was
out of the way, I began collecting other specimens of melting pot usage.
The myth-and-symbol approach to American studies, which was still in
some vogue, no doubt helped convince me that the project was worth
pursuing more systematically.

That, as nearly as I can reconstruct it, was the process that led to
the original melting pot essay. Researching and writing it persuaded me
that the semantic history approach was worthwhile, for it seemed quite
clear that the ambiguities of usage of melting pot not only reflected but
also contributed to conceptual confusion about the substantive issues
that the melting pot somehow symbolized. This conclusion had purely
historical interest when the article was published in 1964, for the melting
pot had yet to make its comeback as part of the terminology of the ethnic
revival. That happened with a vengeance over the next fifteen years, and
the updating of melting pot usage that constitutes the second essay in
this collection documents its undiminished capacity to confuse, along
with a much enhanced power to evoke outrage on the part of many of
those who use it.

Research for the second essay confirmed what was obvious to the
casual observer, namely, that those who reject the melting pot typically
champion “pluralism” as the preferred alternative. But it also revealed
something not at all obvious: that in many contexts of usage, pluralism
(or cultural pluralism) differs very little in meaning from certain versions
of melting pot. This finding suggested the value of a more systematic
historical comparison of “pluralism” and “assimilation,” the concept con-
ventionally symbolized by the melting pot. Chapter 3, which embodies
the results of that investigation, shows that the concept of pluralism is
at least as ambiguous as the symbol of the melting pot, has often blended
with the latter, and has been equally productive of confusion.

Between the writing of the second and third essays, I undertook a
more ambitious investigation of how ethnic factors figured in collective
American self-understanding over the entire span of U.S. history from
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independence to the present. The results were published under the title
“American Identity and Americanization” in the Harvard Encyclopedia
of American Ethnic Groups (1980). Although highly relevant to the
themes of the present volume, that essay is not reproduced here because
of its length, because it is already available in a paperback edition, and
because it would overlap too much with some of the other essays included
in the collection.” It deserves mention at this point, however, because it
reinforced my belief in the value of this historical approach, and because
it called my attention to, or deepened my understanding of, various issues
discussed in these pages, including the relationship between pluralism
and assimilation.

Chapter 4, “Minorities (Almost) All,” is not so direct an offshoot of
the encyclopedia project as some of the other chapters, but I place it
next in order since, like the first three essays, it too deals with a term/
concept that applies to the group level of ethnic interaction. The impor-
tance of the minority concept and certain ambiguities in its usage first
attracted my attention while I was working on “Americans All” (chapter
5), which was originally published in 1981. Although the term is briefly
noted there, its historical evolution was first sketched out for a conference
on the life and work of Louis Adamic in 1981 and brought to its present
state of elaboration for another conference in 1989. Chapter 5 on identity
differs not only in focusing on a term rooted more in psychology than
sociology but also in that it derives directly from my assignment for the
ethnic encyclopedia. Since the editors insisted the article had to be about
“American identity,” | had to establish what identity meant before I could
discuss it historically. Tracing its usage not only aided me in deciding
how to approach the larger subject but also persuaded me that the se-
mantic history of the term was worth separate treatment. Chapter 5 is
the result.

Research for the encyclopedia entry made me realize for the first
time that World War II not only changed American thinking about the
role the nation should play on the world stage but also reshaped Amer-
icans’ collective understanding of themselves as a people. This came
about because the wartime stress on the need for national unity based
on “the ideals America stands for” gave unprecedented salience to the
ideological dimension of American identity and caused ethnicity (not to
mention race) to be downplayed. These developments were obscured at
the time because of the emphasis placed on “tolerance for diversity” as
an element in the democratic ideology, which made it appear that “plu-
ralism” was carrying everything before it, whereas the real imperative
was ideological unity. Besides furnishing a striking instance of how the
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terms employed can baffle understanding of what is taking place, this
paradoxical wartime development not only provided the matrix from
which sprang the postwar campaigns against prejudice, discrimination,
and segregation; it also paved the way for the repression of ideological
dissent in the era of the Cold War. On another front, so to speak, the
war also reawakened interest in the study of “national character,” es-
pecially “the American character,” and contributed mightily to the de-
velopment of the new interdisciplinary discipline known as American
studies.

These themes, which were adumbrated in my contribution to the
Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups, recur in various con-
texts in the essays collected here. But the subject is so important, and
so little studied, that it deserves to be highlighted by placing together as
part 2, “World War Il and American ldentity,” the three essays most
directly relevant to the topic. Chapter 6, “Americans All,” provides an
overview of the subject, while chapter 7 shows how the great democratic
revival of the late 1930s and early 1940s fed into the development of
American studies and reshaped national self-understanding in a more
general way. Chapter 8 explores the interreligious tensions that pitted
Catholics against Protestants and secular liberals in the immediate post-
war years. Although this essay might with equal justification be placed
in part 3, it fits here because the controversies—in which the basic charge
against Catholics was that their church was un-American—dramatized
the tensions latent in the ideological revival and exposed some of the
ambiguities of pluralism.

The story of Protestant/Catholic/secularist tensions provides a tran-
sition to part 3, “Religion and American Diversity,” by reminding us that
religion figured much more prominently as an element in intergroup
relations at midcentury than it does today. Analytically, “religion” has
been so undervalued in recent times that it comes as a shock to discover
that in the fifties and early sixties, social scientists regarded the main
confessional groupings (Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish) as very im-
portant categories of social analysis. Given everything that has happened
on the racial, ethnic, and gender fronts since the 1960s, religion’s decline
as an interpretive principle is historically understandable. But if historians
wish to do justice to the realities of an earlier time—even a time as recent
as the first half of the twentieth century—they will have to develop a
greater sensitivity to religion as an analytical category and as a factor in
the intellectual and emotional lives of the people they are studying.

So much for exhortation. 1 hope the essays in part 3 will lend sub-
stance to the message. Chapter 9 offers evidence for the contention that
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religion was a key social category at midcentury by showing that Marcus
L. Hansen'’s famous principle of third-generation interest (“what the son
wants to forget the grandson wants to remember”) attracted no notice
at all until it was taken up by students of American Jewish life in the
early 1950s. Will Herberg really put “Hansen’s law” into circulation, but
a number of other commentators interpreted the contemporary Jewish
religious revival in similar terms. The essay also suggests several reasons
why Jewishness was in those days interpreted in religious rather than
ethnic terms, a phenomenon closely linked to World War 11.

Chapter 10 is a more broad-ranging review of the way historians
have dealt with the relationship of religion to immigration and American
group life, paying particular attention to the role of education and to the
elusive notion of “civil religion.” The last of the essays applies to the
particular case of American Catholics the conceptual history approach
employed earlier in studying ethnic interaction in general. In tracing the
usage by American Catholics of the terms Americanism and American-
ization from their introduction in the 1850s to the present time, it reveals
significant shifts in the way Catholics have conceptualized their rela-
tionship, and that of their church, to American culture and institutions.
This essay has been extensively revised from a version published in 1973.
The others are, except for minor editorial changes, republished here in
their original form.

NOTES

1. Arthur O. Lovejoy, Essays in the History of Ideas (Baltimore, 1948), 232.

2. Daniel T. Rodgers, Contested Truths: Keywords in American Politics since
Independence (New York, 1987); Bruce Kuklick, “New Directions in European Intel-
lectual History.” Intellectual History Newsletter, 9 (Spring 1984), 24-28; David A.
Hollinger, “The Return of the Prodigal: The Persistence of Historical Knowing,” Amer-
ican Historical Review. 94 (June 1989), 610-21. See also James T. Kloppenberg,
“Deconstruction and Hermeneutic Strategies in “Intellectual History.” Intellectual
History Newsletter, 9 (April 1987), 3-22; and for an advocate’s view, Peter Schittler,
“Historians and Discourse Analysis,” History Workshop, no. 27 (Spring 1989), 37—
65,

3. William James, "What Pragmatism Means,” as reprinted in Perry Miller, ed.,
American Thought (New York. 1954), 176.

4. Philip Gleason. “American Identity and Americanization.” in Stephan Thern-
strom, Ann Orlov, and Oscar Handlin, eds., Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic
Groups (Cambridge, Mass.. 1980), 31-58; reprinted in William Petersen, Michael
Novak, and Philip Gleason, Concepts of Ethnicity (Cambridge. Mass.. 1982), 57-149.
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The Melting Pot: Symbol of Fusion
or Confusion?

The background of this essay, insofar as | can reconstruct it, is described
in the Introduction. This investigation convinced me that historical study
of the terminology of ethnicity is a worthwhile and rewarding line of
inquiry. Working through the materials discussed here persuaded me
that the ambiguities of melting pot symbolism both reflected and con-
tributed to confusion in the public mind about the processes of ethnic
interaction actually taking place in American society. That is an un-
ambiguous drawback to melting pot usage. But could it have been
avoided? Not, in my opinion, by adopting any of the metaphoric alter-
natives reviewed in the essay—stew, salad bowl, mosaic, and so on. The
problem, as I argue in the conclusion of this essay, is that none of these
alternatives—and none of more recent vintage, for that matter—conveys
as effectively as the melting pot the idea of ever-changing process, a
crucial element in the process of ethnic interaction which any adequate
symbol for it must somehow embody. As the concluding comments about
cultural pluralism indicate, this project also alerted me to other terms
and concepts that were candidates for historical analysis.

Most of this research on melting pot usage was done in 1962; the
results were presented in abbreviated form at a meeting of the Ohio-
Indiana American Studies Group, which took place at Case—Western
Reserve University in May 1963, and the article was originally published
the following year in American Quarterly. Hence when 1 say that the
melting pot “is currently recovering a good deal of its respectability.” the
reader should keep in mind that I am referring to a time before the ethnic
revival of the late sixties and early seventies. How that development
affected melting pot usage is the subject of the second chapter.

Readers of the Republic will recall that after Socrates has outlined the
structure of his ideal city, he devises a mythological explanation of
its origin in order to furnish a symbolic representation and justification
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for the distinctions that exist between Guardians, Auxiliaries, and the
mass of the people. According to the “myth of the metals,” the governing
classes spring from races with gold or silver souls, while the ordinary
citizens are members of a humbler iron-souled race. In the present cen-
tury, a different sort of myth of the metals has flourished among Amer-
icans who would reject the Platonic variety. Our myth of the metals,
compressed into one key image, is the melting pot. Unlike Plato’s, it was
not deliberately contrived to provide a supernatural sanction for the ex-
isting social order, but it is intimately related to the origins and nature
of American society; and at a time when students of American civilization
are absorbed in the scrutiny of images, myths, and symbols, it is appro-
priate to take a look also at the melting pot.

Hans Kohn regards the notion of the melting pot as “a fundamental
trait of American nationalism,”" and few symbols associated with Amer-
ican nationality have entered more deeply into the language. References
to the melting pot appear not only in formal studies of ethnic adjustment
in the United States. but the expression is also used by foreign observers,
and it crops up frequently in the press as well. A Chicago newspaper,
for example, editorially commended the selection of Miss Hawaii to rep-
resent the United States in the 1962 Miss Universe contest because she
was the “typical child” of “a true American-style ‘melting pot’”; and
before the 1962 election, Joseph Alsop surveyed a neighborhood in San
Francisco where various ethnic elements “coexisted in an amiable melt-
ing-pot style.” Television and the advertising industry also made use of
the symbol. A national network’s musical salute to the diverse elements
in the American population was called “The Melting Pot”; and an ad-
vertisement for a recent book on cities asks, “Cities and suburbs—melt-
ing pots or trouble spots?’™

Melting pot, then, is both widely current and used by a variety of
writers with the evident expectation that its meaning will be clear; there
is much evidence to support the assertion that the “melting pot concept
is stubbornly entrenched in our national subconscious™ and that it is
“part of the American official mythology.™ On the other hand, there has
been widespread disagreement about what the melting pot symbolizes,
and many people have for differing reasons explicitly repudiated the
symbol, believing that it distorts American experience or betrays Amer-
ican ideals. 1s the melting pot even a symbol? The tendency to place the
expression within quotation marks indicates that it is a somewhat self-
conscious symbol, but at the same time it differs from such deliberately
chosen national symbols as the flag; nor is it a specific real object, like
the Liberty Bell, which is elevated to the level of a symbol because of
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some historical association. Still less does the melting pot resemble a
symbolic document such as the Constitution or our national heroes who
have taken on symbolic stature. And, indeed, the melting pot is often
referred to as a “concept” or a “theory” rather than a symbol.

In the following pages I propose to trace some of the ways in which
the term melting pot has been understood and used and to evaluate it
as a symbol. To forestall as much confusion of terminology as possible,
it would be well to make clear at the outset that the term can be used
as a simile (America is like a melting pot), a metaphor (America is a
melting pot) or a symbol (Millions of immigrants came tumbling into the
melting pot). What distinguishes the symbol from the simile or metaphor
is the absence of any overt comparison between two things that are
understood to bear an analogical relationship to each other. The symbol
is, as it were, cut loose freely from the thing symbolized and enjoys a
separate existence of its own, while at the same time it is recognized as
a metaphor, half of which is left unstated.” The melting pot is perhaps
used with equal frequency as a metaphor and as a symbol, as these levels
of figurative language are distinguished here; but since it has become
so conventionally understood as representing the process of ethnic in-
teraction, and since it has taken on such a vivid life of its own, the melting
pot will, for the most part, be referred to here as a symbol.

The use of the melting pot as a symbol for the process whereby
immigrants are absorbed into American society and somehow changed
into Americans dates from 1908 when Israel Zangwill’s play, The Melting-
Pot, was first presented. The group of ideas and attitudes which the term
is usually thought of as representing did not, however, originate with
Zangwill but was much older. In general, that cluster of ideas included
the belief that a new nation, a new national character, and a new na-
tionality were forming in the United States and that the most hetero-
geneous human materials could be taken in and absorbed into this na-
tionality. It was frequently maintained as a corollary that the “new man”
who was to be produced by the cross-fertilization of various strains in
America would be superior to any the world had previously seen; inter-
marriage between the different elements often figured as the chief agency
in the formation of the new composite American.

The outstanding early statement of these notions was Crevecoeur’s
celebrated answer to the question, “What then is the American, this new
man?” Creévecoeur's discussion in his Letters from an American Farmer
(1782) developed or implied all of the themes listed above; moreover, he
used the word melt to describe the process of forming a new nationality.
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“Here,” he wrote, “individuals of all nations are melted into a new race
of men.” As a result of his use of the word, and his treatment of the
general theme, Crevecoeur has been called the originator of the melting
pot symbol.” This is incorrect. Crévecoeur did not use the symbol of a
melting pot at all. although he did give forceful expression to the ideas
that it is often understood to symbolize. After Crévecoeur, DeWitt Clinton
used the key word melt in commenting on how the English tongue was
“melting us down into one people,” and in the 1840s a nativistic con-
gressman recalled an earlier day when immigrants “melted into the mass
of American population” instead of clannishly preserving their own iden-
tity.” But if anyone used the expression melting pot, it attracted no at-
tention and did not enter into general usage. lEmerson seems to have
come closest to the symbol when he wrote in his journal that the energies
of the various nationalities in America would “construct a new race, a
new religion, a new state, a new literature,” which would be as vigorous
“as the new Europe which came out of the smelting-pot of the Dark
Ages.” It seems, however, that no particular attention was drawn to
Emerson’s metaphor until 1921.7 Frederick Jackson Turner referred to
the “composite nationality” of the American people in his famous address
on the significance of the frontier in 1893; he described the frontier as
a “crucible” where “the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and
fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteris-
tics.™ Turner thus anticipated the use of a term that Zangwill used
interchangeably with the melting pot in his drama.

No doubt there were others in the nineteenth century who used
similar terms, or even melting pot itself; it remains true, nevertheless,
that the melting pot symbol did not go into general usage until the
presentation of Zangwill's play. An article entitled “Are We a People?”
which was reported in July 1908, in the Literary Digest furnishes a
suggestive bit of negative evidence. This discussion by Franklin H. Gid-
dings, the Columbia sociologist, concerned itsell with immigrant assim-
ilation and American nationalitv and emploved a number of figurative
expressions such as blending. fusing, melting, smelting process, and
amalgam. But it did not contain the expression melting pot." It seems
unlikely that this article would have contained no reference to the melting
pot if it had appeared a year or so later.

A consideration of several background factors helps explain why The
Melting-Pot had such impact and why the symbol passed into general
use so rapidly. First, there was the tremendous immigration of the period.
Between 1900 and the outbreak of World War I, an average of about one
million immigrants a year entered the United States. Predominantly “new
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immigrants” from Southern and Eastern Europe who gathered in con-
spicuous enclaves in the great cities, these millions attracted much public
attention, and the “immigration problem,” which a governmental com-
mission investigated to the tune of forty-one volumes, became involved
in practically all the political and social issues of the Progressive Period.
Public attitudes were shifting and uncertain in these years, which John
Higham calls the most obscure in the whole history of American nativ-
ism.'"” There were strong currents of opinion unfriendly to free immi-
gration and fearful of the nation’s ability to absorb the newcomers. But
the return of prosperity and the military and imperial feats at the turn
of the century engendered a surge of nationalistic self-confidence
strongly reinforcing the traditional view that America could welcome and
assimilate all who came to her shores. Zangwill's play thus appeared at
a time when there were millions of immigrants in the country who were
themselves immediately concerned with the matter of assimilation, and
when the American people at large were troubled and uncertain about
the question. The play was popular, the title was known to hundreds of
thousands who never saw it performed, the times required discussion of
immigration, and there was need for a handy and generally accepted
symbol for the whole complicated business—more favorable circum-
stances for launching the new symbol could hardly be imagined."

The Melting-Pot opened in Washington on October 5, 1908. Theo-
dore Roosevelt was among the first-nighters and later referred to it as
an “extraordinarily able and powerful play.” “1 do not know when I have
seen a play that stirred me as much,” he wrote to Zangwill. Roosevelt
and Oscar Straus, secretary of commerce and labor, were both quoted
in subsequent advertising as saying, “It is a great play,” but Roosevelt
probably attracted more attention to it by criticizing some lines that
portrayed Americans as taking a lighthearted view of divorce and public
corruption.'? The passage was rewritten by Zangwill, and the play moved
to Chicago, where it played for one week and a short time later returned
for a longer run. By September 6, 1909, when it opened in New York,
The Melting-Pot had already been mentioned by Jane Addams as a play
whose title could furnish the theme for an important sociological treatise,
and the Literary Digest referred to it as a “much-discust drama.”

Although the New York critics were unenthusiastic, The Melting-
Pot played 136 times and “the public crowd[ed| the performances,” ac-
cording to one reviewer, who explained its popularity by saying, “It is a
play of the people, touched with the fire of democracy, and lighted ra-
diantly with the national vision.”"" Oddly enough. it was an English Jew
who was said to have captured the American spirit and who gave the
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nation a new symbol for itself. Israel Zangwill had already established
himsell as a novelist and dramatist, especially by his Children of the
Ghetto, and he was also the leading promoter of a modified Zionist pro-
gram, being the founder of the Jewish Territorial Organization. His work
in assisting Jewish emigrants familiarized Zangwill with the immigra-
tion situation in the United States, and it is a mistake to assert, as some
critics of the melting pot have done, that he was simply naive and un-
informed about the state of affairs in America. Furthermore, Zangwill's
essay The Principle of Nationalities indicates that he had pondered long
on themes related to nationalism and the interaction of different national
groups in the same state; several of the ideas that are presented dra-
matically in The Melting-Pot are restated in more systematic fashion
in this study, published in 1917."> A decade earlier, however, Zangwill
had declared that The Melting-Pot was a “Tendenz-Schauspiel” in the
sense that it dramatized a problem rather than trying to provide an answer
to it."

The principal “problem” that Zangwill dealt with in The Melting-Pot
concerned the situation of the Jews in the United States. This. of course,
reflected his overriding preoccupation with the destiny of the Jews in the
modern world and his conviction that for Jews it was a question of “re-
nationalization or denationalization.” To Zangwill, this set of alternatives
meant that Jews should either acquire a homeland and develop their own
nationality in their own nation, or they should become really and inwardly
part of the nation in which they found themselves, thus “denationalizing”
themselves as a distinct people.'” The notion of the United States as a
melting pot—a place where Old World nationality drops away and various
elements fuse into a new nationality—operates in the play as a general
framework within which the drama of the Jewish protagonist is enacted.

The protagonist, whose speeches launched the melting pot as the
symbol for the American assimilative process, is David Quixano, a young
Jewish immigrant whose family has been murdered in the Kishineff
pogrom; he is a composer who is at work on a great “American symphony”
that will capture in music the vast racial and ethnic harmony gradually
coming into being in America. David meets and falls in love with Vera,
a settlement house worker who is also an immigrant from Russia. Vera
is a Christian, but the lovers resolve to marry in spite of the religious
difference, following David's conviction that in America immigrants are
to cast off their inherited attitudes, loyalties, and prejudices. Then David
learns that Vera's father is the Russian officer who directed the Kishineff
massacre and whose face haunts David’s memory of that terror. In his
revulsion, he abruptly breaks off the romance with Vera, thus betraying
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in his own mind the ideal of the melting pot, which he interprets to mean
that the European past is to have no hold at all upon the immigrant in
America. After suffering remorse for this lapse from his principles, added
to the customary agonies of a lover, David is reunited with Vera in the
last scene, immediately after the triumphant performance of his Amer-
ican symphony. The play ends with a paean of praise and hope for the
melting pot as David and Vera stand on the roof of the settlement house
transfixed by the vision of the Statue of Liberty gilded in the distant
sunset.

David is “prophetically exalted” by this vision and delivers the fol-
lowing speech, which deserves quotation as the play’s fullest description
of the working of the melting pot:

It is the fires of God round His Crucible. There she lies, the
great Melting-Pot—listen! Can’t you hear the roaring and the
bubbling? There gapes her mouth—the harbour where a thou-
sand mammoth feeders come from the ends of the world to
pour in their human freight. Ah, what a stirring and a seething!
Celt and Latin, Slav and Teuton, Greek and Syrian,—black and
yellow—

[Vera] Jew and Gentile—

Yes, East and West, and North and South, . . . how the great
Alchemist melts and fuses them with his purging flame! Here
shall they all unite to build the Republic of Man and the King-
dom of God. Ah, Vera, what is the glory of Rome and Jerusalem
where all nations and races come to worship and look back,
compared with the glory of America, where all races and na-
tions come to labour and look forward!

Peace, peace, to all ye unborn millions, fated to fill this giant
continent—the God of our children give you Peace.'

In an earlier speech, which was used in advertising the play, David spoke
of America as “God’s Crucible, the great Melting-Pot where all the races
of Europe are melting and re-forming”; he also asserted that “the real
American”—the fusion of all races, the coming superman”—had not yet
made his appearance, but was “only in the Crucible.”"

These “incidental dithyrambs on the ‘crucible’ theme,” as one re-
viewer called them,” do not constitute a very detailed theory of ethnic
adjustment in the United States, but insofar as it specifically concerned
the Jews in America, The Melting-Pot seemed clearly to preach the doc-
trine of complete assimilation. Jews who did not wish to forget their



10 COMING TO TERMS WITH ETHNICITY

distinctive identity, it was suggested in one passage, should “work for a
Jewish land” instead of emigrating to America. The emphasis on assim-
ilation was not well received by many American Jews. An editorial in the
American Hebrew called it a “counsel of despair” that could not be taken
seriously, and several years later a Jewish writer declared that the Jews
had no intention of denving their heritage for the contents of any pot—
even though it be the Melting-Pot.™"

Aside from the Jewish question, The Melting-Pot seems to imply that
immigrants should actively will their own assimilation; but since the
process is portrayed as automatic, it probably makes no difference
whether they do or not. It is God's melting pot; He is the Alchemist who
presides over it, and presumably the process can go forward without
conscious human collaboration. The play clearly indicates that the pro-
cesses of the melting pot are unfinished; the product will be novel, but
it has not vet come out of the crucible. This means that all that goes into
the pot contributes to the “real American,” the coming superman who
is to make his appearance in the future. The whole vision is oriented
toward the future—"the ideals of the fathers shall not be foisted on the
children.” Not only the immigrants but America as a whole is seen in
the process of becoming. To a character who is a caricature of the idle-
rich American, David prophesies: “There shall come a fire round the
Crucible that will melt you and your breed like wax in a blowpipe— . . .
America shall make good!™*

A reviewer in the Forum took issue with the assumption that im-
migration was still forming America. Speaking for the “traditional Amer-
icans to whom Mr. Zangwill would deny the national name,” he showed
concern over the “indiscriminate commingling of alien races on our soil”
and flatly denied that “the scum and dregs of Europe” could enrich
America. On the other hand, many immigrant spokesmen have found
the melting pot equally unacceptable because it seemed to require too
great a degree of assimilation. According to a very nationalistic German-
American writer, The Melting-Pot was “simply a mixture of insipid
phrases and unhistorical thinking” and represented “just the contrary of
that toward which we strive.” He warned that any attempt to “do away
with our German cultural type . . . in the smudge kitchen of a national
melting pot” would come to naught. In addition to Jews and Germans,
spokesmen for the Norwegian and the Slavic immigrants have been
critical of the notion of the melting pot.*’

These immigrant critics obviously understand the melting pot dif-
ferently from the Forum reviewer: the complaint of the former is that it
means too much conformity to America as it already exists, while the

‘
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latter is fearful that America itself is to be transformed. This ambiguity
in the meaning or “theory” of the melting pot was present at the begin-
ning and was to persist. But before considering the “theoretical” aspects
of the subject, we should examine the use of the melting pot as a symbol,
because the theoretical ambiguity has not lessened the use of the symbol,
and the popularity of the symbol has perpetuated and aggravated the
ambiguities of meaning,

The melting pot symbol was introduced at a propitious moment,
achieved almost instant popularity, and has been employed by countless
writers with every imaginable embellishment and variation. Two mag-
azines have used The Melting Pot as their title; a novel called On the
Way to the Melting Pot was published in Norwegian; and a study of
immigration was entitled The Melting-Pot Mistake. Librarians frequently
arrange immigrant stories under some such rubric as “Out of the Melting
Pot,” and the field of immigrant fiction was surveyed by Carl Wittke in
an article entitled “Melting Pot Literature.” Dumas Malone summarized
the information about immigrants who were included in the Dictionary
of American Biography in an article on our “Intellectual Melting Pot.”™
We have also had linguistic, rural, frontier, urban, and civil rights melting
pots, as well as “melting pot wards.”” The United States is usually
thought of as the melting pot. but smaller units also claim the title:
Puritan Boston was called a melting pot in the twentieth century; a very
old state, Pennsylvania, and the newest one, Hawaii, share the same
honor; and now the nation of Israel threatens to usurp America’s place
as the modern melting pot.*

“What's in the Melting Pot?" asked the Survey in 1912, but not until
1922 did the House of Representatives furnish an “Expert Analysis of
the Metal and Dross in America’s Modern Melting Pot.”™ “The Pot’s
Constituents™ have usually been found to be various immigrant groups,
but foreign bodies of a different sort are also spoken of as being in the
crucible. W. F. Adams handled the symbol very straightforwardly when
he said that “solid groups of Irish of the lowest class were thrown as
cohesive masses into the melting pot”; but for some reason, it is the small
Czech group whose career in the melting pot has been most closely
scrutinized. Thomas Capek traced their passage “Through Intermarriage
into the Melting-Pot,” another writer focused on the Czechs in the mi-
crocosmic melting pot of Colfax County, Nebraska, and a third had writ-
ten more generally of the Czech “ingredient.”

The ordinary immigrants have sometimes had rather strange com-
panions in the pot. Carl Russell Fish did not hesitate to bring the Pilgrim
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Fathers perilously close to a dunking, and he declared that their story
survived as a “vital spirit sweetening the melting pot.” Both labor and
religion have been in the pot, but one hopes that these inoffensive ab-
stractions were not part of the “slag” that George Creel complained of
in 1922. It is perhaps poetic justice that Israel Zangwill was deposited
in his own pot, but the reader is brought up short at seeing the following
heading in an index: “Melting pot: children in.”™" It was suggested as
early as 1912 that the universally held conceit of national superiority be
cast into the melting pot, and in 1916 President Woodrow Wilson called
for the enlargement of the melting pot to include the whole world; there-
fore, it is not surprising that Sisley Huddleston found “Europe in the
Melting Pot” in 1922.* But however much the melting pot might be
internationalized, it still concerned Americans primarily as it related to
this country and its history. Looking into our past, Americans could see
the melting pot beginning to simmer in colonial Pennsylvania; it was still
“simmering gently” at the end of the War of 1812, but by the election
of Andrew Jackson in 1828 it had come to “full boil.” A century later the
restrictive laws of the 1920s were said to bring the “America of the
Melting Pot” to an end, and Henry Pratt Fairchild predicted with no
regret that the symbol was so battered that it would not be called into
service by subsequent writers.”

One of the principal reasons for the durable popularity of the melting
pot is that it brings before the mind’s eye a vivid picture, and one is
almost irresistibly impelled to describe what one sees happening in and
around the pot. Once a person writes—or even thinks—melting pot, one
is caught. Only the strongest can resist the temptation to embellish the
image, and there are few phenomena of nature which have been more
comprehensively reported than the workings of the melting pot. It is, for
instance, obvious that a melting pot requires a fire; but what kind of
fire? In the play, David Quixano called it a “purging flame,” and Zangwill
later spoke of the melting pot burning off at the top while new material
was added at the bottom. Woodrow Wilson saw the need for a “fire of
pure passion” around the crucible, while Max Farrand pointed out that
it worked best when the fires were kept at “forced draught”; a reviewer
of a recent book on Polish-Americans declared, however, that the fire
could be cooled by “the winds of action of . . . patriotic immigrant soci-
eties.”"

Even greater efforts of the literary imagination have been expended
in describing the action and contents of the melting pot. David Quixano
contributed a number of images: he described the pot as roaring, bub-
bling, stirring, seething, melting, and fusing. Although this might seem
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to furnish an adequate picture, it proved quite superficial. Other writers
have shown that the pot also simmers, boils, ferments, devours, curdles,
and coagulates. Furthermore, a critical West Coast observer was able to
penetrate the vapors of the melting pot to see the “yellow froth” that
defiled it; and, unhappily, the pot was not without both “scum” and
“dross.”

Confronting the image of a great melting pot, one could appropriately
take a variety of actions. One could, for example, keep watch over it,
become concerned about its capacity, or draw lessons from it. For the
person who desired a more active role, it was possible to stir the pot; but
this had to be done cautiously since there was the danger of overtaxing
it, and cracks had been detected. Some observers spoke of the need to
make sure that the melting pot really melted its contents, especially when
the cold draughts of World War I blew across the Atlantic and caused
the contents of the pot to recrystallize, with dangerous lines of fracture
appearing between ethnic masses.” Occasionally a writer would call
attention to the need for forms into which the molten contents might be
poured, but unfortunately a good deal of vagueness enveloped the subject
of what was to come from the melting pot. David Quixano foresaw a
superman emerging from the crucible, while President Wilson would
settle for “the fine gold of untainted Americanism” as a product; a hostile
critic feared that a new language was supposed to “steam forth” from
the pot. Many more, of course, were uneasily aware that the melting pot
could fail completely; some even claimed that it did not exist.”

The fact that the melting pot symbol has been used so often and in
so many ways does not mean that it has won universal acceptance as
the most satisfactory symbol for the process of ethnic adjustment and
interaction in America. Indeed, it has been called a “startlingly bad”
symbol,* and a great number of alternatives have been suggested, many
of them consciously offered as replacements for the melting pot. In the
play, Zangwill used the term crucible as a synonym for melting pot, but
it has never led an independent life as a symbol—it remains merely a
synonym. George R. Stewart suggested the term transmuting pot as a
clarifying replacement for melting pot; he feels that transmuting pot is
better because it specifies that the immigrants are on the whole changed
into traditional Americans instead of producing a new and exotic national
type.*” Other alternatives to the melting pot can be grouped in five rough
classifications:

1. Culinary. Itis probably indicative of something about our national
character that culinary symbolism supplies more replacements for the
melting pot than any other source. In one of the more graphic examples,
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Karl E. Meyer likens America to a pressure cooker rather than a melting
pot, and other writers have suggested stew, soup, salad or salad bowl,
and mixing bowl as alternatives.™

2. Color. Other images suggest light or color in some way. America
has been compared to a flower garden containing various blossoms (eth-
nic groups) of different color, size, fragrance, and so on. The country has
also been called a mosaic, a kaleidoscope, and a cultural rainbow. Emily
Green Balch, a respected student of immigration, suggested the metaphor
of irradiation to describe the way in which various ethnic groups interact
with each other and their American surroundings."

3. Musical. Two metaphors relate to music. In advocating his “fed-
eration of nationalities” ideas, Horace Kallen suggested visualizing Amer-
ica as an orchestra rather than as a melting pot because in an orchestra
individuals and small groups work together to produce a harmony of
sound from a variety of different instruments. Another writer described
America as containing a host of different nationalities who were engaged
in a stately and formal dance: America was “The Choir Dance of the
Nations.™"

4. Mechanical. For a gadget-minded people, we have been quite
unimaginative in suggesting mechanical metaphors for the nation and
what is going on in it. The most explicitly mechanistic symbol is that of
a weaving machine that combines different elements into one fabric.
This metaphor was mentioned by Fairchild in 1926 with the note that
probably no one had ever heard of it. Denis Brogan has much more
recently suggested that America resembles a pipeline where a number
of different elements are all racing along in the same direction, but with
little interaction between them.”!

5. Derogatory. At least four alternative symbols are unmistakably
insulting to the immigrants who came to America and are in the process
of assimilation. In 1921, George Creel asked whether dumping ground
was not a more fitting metaphor than the melting pot, and five years
later Henry Pratt Fairchild declared flatly that “if we must have a symbol
for race mixture, much more accurate than the figure of the melting pot
is the figure of the village pound.” Fairchild later added two other symbols
to the derogatory category when he compared America to a catch basin
and a cul-de-sac for immigrants.™

If we turn from the symbolic to the theoretical melting pot we en-
counter more disagreement; indeed, it would be more correct to speak
of theories of the melting pot because there are almost as many versions
of the theory as there are embellishments of the symbol. The main dif-
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ficulty in pinning down the theory is that many writers simply refer to
“the melting pot theory” as though the figure of speech itself conveyed
a clear and univocally understandable concept that requires no further
definition; the symbol, in other words, is assumed to be a theory. The
melting pot may be an example of “concrete symbolism,” as Zangwill
put it,” but it is hardly precise enough to constitute a theory; a theory
of the melting pot should spell out just what is meant by the melting of
various elements together and how it takes place. Unfortunately, few
who speak of the melting pot theory do this; usually one must infer what
the theory is thought to be from the way the symbol is handled.

The most fundamental ambiguity in the melting pot as a symbol and
the point of greatest confusion in the theory is whether only the immi-
grant is changed or whether America, the host society, is also changed
by the processes of the melting pot. Does the theory imply that the entire
make-up of American life is inevitably changed exactly in proportion to
the quantity of the various immigrant ingredients thrown into the pot,
as George R. Stewart seems to believe; or is Lawrence Frank Pisani
correct in thinking that only the immigrants, the ingredients in the pot,
are affected by the melting process? A closely related and equally basic
question is, Does the melting pot receive immigrants, strip them of their
cultural heritage, and make old-style, Anglo-Saxon Americans of them?
or, Does it combine the immigrants with the native-born Americans in
a new amalgam embodying the best qualities of both elements? Here
again one can find diametrically opposed answers; in at least one case
the contradictory versions were both advanced in the same book.*

There are several other points of confusion about the melting pot
theory. Does it refer to biological “blending,” that is, intermarriage, or
does it refer to cultural assimilation? Is the theory to be understood as
descriptive or prescriptive: does it show us how a process is taking place
or tell us how to further the action of that process? There is also dis-
agreement about the relationship of the melting pot theory to the Amer-
icanization movement of the World War I period: one writer asserts that
the Americanization movement was an outgrowth of “the philosophy
underlying the melting pot theory,” but another claims that it was a
repudiation of the laissez-faire approach of the “melting-pot idea.” It is
suggestive of the confusion surrounding the melting pot as a theory that
Horace Kallen, who devoted much energy to attacking the melting pot,
has recently been hailed for his vision in discerning what “so many others
of us refused to see and to feel, . . . that our country is a true melting-
pot.”™*

There are two general considerations that help to account for the
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confusion that arose about the meaning of the expression the melting
pot: the first of these concerns the play by Zangwill; the other, the
subsequent use of the expression by persons who interpreted it in dif-
ferent ways.

Because the expression is so closely connected with Zangwill's play,
one looks to The Melting-Pot to discover the theory of immigrant assim-
ilation which is dramatized there. It is, as we have seen, possible to draw
some inferences about Zangwill's ideas on immigrant assimilation from
the play; nevertheless, that it was criticized by native-born American and
immigrant spokesmen for opposite reasons indicates that a dramatic pre-
sentation is not a satisfactory method of conveying in unequivocal terms
and adequate detail a theory about so complex a process as immigrant
assimilation. Furthermore, Zangwill was primarily concerned in the play
with Jewish assimilation in America, and his treatment therefore con-
centrates on this one relatively small, and particularly complicated, aspect
of the larger problem, thus introducing other elements of uncertainty.
In short, Zangwill’s play did not provide a comprehensive statement of
any theory of immigrant adjustment, and it was natural that such “the-
ory” as was presented there should be interpreted difterently by different
persons.

What Zangwill did was to restate dramatically many of the imprecise
traditional notions about America’s absorptive power and supply a new
symbol that soon gained widespread popularity. As a symbol, the melting
pot could be freighted with any one of a number of meanings depending
upon the view of immigration and assimilation held by those who used
it. Those favorably disposed toward free immigration and confident of
America's assimilative power might interpret the melting pot to mean
that the nation could continue to receive immigrants, absorb them in
some unspecified fashion, and profit from the diverse cultural traits that
they added to the national composite. To those less favorably disposed
and less confident the melting pot could symbolize a more purposeful
process of purging away the inherited culture of the immigrant and
remolding him into an old-line, Anglo-Saxon American with all the ap-
proved habits, attitudes, and beliefs,

An example of the former attitude is Percy Stickney Grant's article
on “American ldeals and Race Mixture,” which appeared in the North
American Review in 1912 in answer to an alarmist view of “The Future
of American Ideals” by the restrictionist, Prescott F. Hall.** Grant argued
that “fusion is the law of progress” and that America would be strength-
ened by the acceptance and assimilation of new and vigorous strains in
the national mixture. He was sympathetic to the immigrant throughout
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and concluded his discussion by quoting approvingly the “familiar words
of Israel Zangwill” on the virtues of “the great Melting Pot.” Within a
few years, however, the outbreak of the war in Europe and its reverber-
ations in this country caused attitudes toward the melting pot to shift
drastically. The tolerant and optimistic view that it was automatically
working to produce a new and better American declined sharply, and
the conviction grew that it was the function of the melting pot to make
immigrants into patriotic Americans after the pattern of the Americans
who got here first.

The return to Europe of thousands of immigrants who were reserv-
ists in the armies of the belligerents, the burst of war enthusiasm on the
part of those who remained, and the growing bitterness of various ethnic
groups shocked many Americans by revealing the strength of the ties
that bound the immigrants to their homelands. Most of the anxiety was
centered on the German-Americans, but there was a more generalized
suspicion that the nation could not count on the undivided loyalty of the
entire immigrant population. In these circumstances, the movement to
Americanize the immigrant which had gotten under way before the war
was given a powerful new impetus, and there was much talk of heating
the melting pot, stirring it, and “our bounden duty to keep our eye” on
it.'” “Put baldly,” wrote a contemporary student, the devotees of the crude,
current notion of the ‘melting pot,’ bid America take the immigrant, . . .
strip him of his cultural heritage, throw him into the great cauldron, stir
the pot vigorously, speak the magic word ‘Americanization’ and through
the mystic vapors would rise the newly created ‘American.” ™"

As American nationalism mounted during the war and the imme-
diate postwar period, this view of the melting pot became almost unal-
terably fixed, and the American whom the pot was supposed to produce
conformed more and more to the stereotype of the “hundred-percent
American.” In 1919 two critics of this attitude satirized it by imagining
a “keeper of the melting pot” who addresses the immigrants as follows:
“Jump into the caldron, and behold! You emerge new creatures, up-to-
date, with new customs. habits, traditions and ideals. Immediately you
will become like us; the taint will disappear. . .. You will become full-
fledged Americans. The magic process is certain.”” This, to be sure, is
exaggerated, but consideration of the melting pot pageant of the Ford
Motor Company’s school for its immigrant employees suggests that the
keeper’s speech did not fundamentally misrepresent the expectations of
some Americans. In one version, the pageant features a “Ford English
School Melting Pot” perhaps seven to eight feet in height and ten to
twelve in diameter; the legend E Pluribus Unum appears above the bail
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of the pot. A number of immigrants, dressed in native costume and
carrying placards showing their country of origin, descend into the center
of the pot from the rear; the transmogrified “new Americans” appear in
two lines on the steps leading up and over the rim on either side. Gone
now are the beards and kerchiefs! All are dressed stiffly in business suits
and bear in one hand a scroll—presumably their naturalization papers—
and in the other a small American flag. According to some reports, the
Americanized immigrants sang the national anthem as they left the pot,
and one observer suspected that each carried an Eversharp pencil in his
pocket.™

As a result of identification with such activities, the melting pot came
to be looked upon as almost exclusively a purger of “foreign dross™ and
“impurities”; the melting pot “theory” tended to lose all association with
the idea that immigrants could make valuable contributions to a yet
unfinished American culture. Consequently those who were repelled by
the narrowness of the more extreme Americanizers tended also to reject
the melting pot, which stood, in their minds, for enforced conformity to
a repugnant version of Americanism. The melting pot acquired in World
War I a bad reputation with liberals which it has not yet fully lived down.
The critics of that era who did most to fix liberals’ distaste for the melting
pot were Horace M. Kallen and Randolph S. Bourne.

Kallen’s first discussion of the subject appeared early in 1915 in a
lengthy two-part article in the Nation, “Democracy versus the Melting-
Pot,” which was reprinted in 1924 with very minor changes in a volume
containing other essays by Kallen on ethnic adjustment in America. He
attacked the melting pot, not only because he found the hundred-
percentism of the Americanization program abhorrent, but also because
he did not want immigrants to be “melted” at all: he was convinced that
they neither could nor should divest themselves of their ethnic identity.

What is inalienable in the life of mankind is its intrinsic positive
quality—its psycho-physical inheritance. Men may change their
clothes, their politics, their wives, their religions, their philoso-
phies, to a greater or lesser extent; they cannot change their
grandfathers. Jews or Poles or Anglo-Saxons, in order to cease
being Jews or Poles or Anglo-Saxons, would have to cease to be,
while they could cease to be citizens or church members or car-
penters or lawyers without ceasing to be. The selthood which is
inalienable in them, and for the realization of which they re-
quire ‘inalienable’ liberty is ancestrally determined, and the hap-
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piness which they pursue has its form implied in ancestral en-
dowments.”

Not only the exaggerated form of the melting pot was wrong, ac-
cording to Kallen, but any kind of policy which had as its goal assimilation
of the immigrant. Instead of assimilation, Kallen proposed as the correct
policy the recognition and deliberate fostering of the enduring quality of
ethnic differences; the goal, properly envisaged, was that America should
bécome a federation of distinct nationalities using English as “the lan-
guage of its great tradition,” but preserving for the “emotional and in-
voluntary life” of each nationality “its own peculiar dialect or speech, its
own individual and inevitable esthetic and intellectual forms.”

Thus “American civilization” may come to mean the perfection
of the codperative harmonies of “European civilization”—the
waste, the squalor and the distress of Europe being elimi-
nated—a multplicity in a unity, an orchestration of mankind.
As in an orchestra every type of instrument has its specific
timbre and tonality, founded in its substance and form; . . . so
in society, each ethnic group may be the natural instrument, its
temper and culture may be its theme and melody and the har-
mony and dissonances and discords of them all may make the
symphony of civilization.*

When he restated his position in 1924, Kallen rejected—without chang-
ing his fundamental point—the criticism that his ancestrally endowed,
inalienable psycho-physical ethnic identities were based on a faulty the-
ory of race. At the same time he coined the term cultural pluralism to
describe his approach.>

Kallen, who was German born, Jewish, and a supporter of Zionism,
had a personal emotional involvement in the preservation of ethnic dis-
tinctiveness, but Randolph Bourne, who came from old American stock,
also advocated roughly the same policy. He and John Dewey, who held
similar views, represented American cultural nationalists, who, disgusted
by the extremes of the Americanizers, nevertheless firmly believed in
the necessity to work purposefully for a genuine American nationality
and culture. The nationalism they wanted, however, would be truly dem-
ocratic and international, and they allowed for the active partnership of
the immigrant in the creation and life of the American national culture.
Bourne’s position was outlined in an article entitled “Trans-National
America,” which appeared about a year after Kallen's essay was first
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published. He referred critically to the melting pot a dozen times, de-
claring among other things that it had never existed and that as long as
Americans had thought in melting pot terms, they were looking to the
past instead of the future. While denying the existence of the melting
pot, Bourne paradoxically attacked the Americanized second-generation
immigrants who were products of the melting process; indeed, he quite
forgot his democratic tolerance in describing the “tame flabbiness” of
the “cultural half-breeds” who were unlucky enough to have lost their
“foreign savor.™

Bourne's ideal was a cosmopolitan dual nationality that would permit
one to be fully American and at the same time fully Italian, Polish, and
so on. John Dewey had the same thing in mind when he asserted that
the true American is “not American plus Pole or Germans. But the Amer-
ican is himself Pole-German-English-French-Spanish-Italian-Greek-
Irish-Scandinavian-Bohemian-Jew-and so on.”™ Dewey’s remarks were
addressed to educators, and he saw the schools as a key agency in ac-
tualizing his rather baffling prescription for nationality. A few years later
some sort of high point was reached in the proposals for systematically
inculcating cosmopolitan nationalism in the American people: a series
of articles in the Survey which began by criticizing the Americanizers’
view of the melting pot ended with the suggestion that a cabinet-level
department of “Nation Building” be established in Washington.*

Another hostile critic of the melting pot was Horace J. Bridges, who
included in his essays On Becoming an American an analysis of “The
Fallacy of the Melting-Pot.” Bridges' quarrel was really only with that
version of the melting pot which conceived it as a device for reducing
everyone to a predetermined homogeneity. In his positive prescription
for cultural cross-fertilization, Bridges did not differ too widely from the
interpretation of the melting pot as a blender of diverse cultural heritages,
and he explicitly rejected the view that foreign nationalities should be
preserved intact.”” There was, however, one student of ethnic adjustment
who saw clearly that the melting pot could be interpreted in tolerant and
liberal fashion. Isaac B. Berkson's Theories of Americanization contained
a perceptive analysis of the “melting pot theory” which commended its
hospitality to the contributions of all groups and characterized it as per-
vaded by “a spirit of humane toleration, and a notion of the dynamic
nature of society.” But, in the end, Berkson also rejected the melting pot
because it required that the unique identity of each ethnic group be
“annihilated” as the price of that group’s adding its bit to the composite
American culture.”

By the early 1920s, hostility to the melting pot “theory” probably
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prevailed among the majority of those who held liberal views on immi-
gration and ethnic adjustment; most—but not all—of this hostility
stemmed from the belief that the theory required the stripping away of
inherited cultures and the imposition of Anglo-Saxonism by indoctri-
nation. At the same time, many of those who did feel that such was the
proper function of the melting pot had become disillusioned by its failure
to operate in the desired fashion. Immigrant resistance to Americani-
zation programs, the bickering of nationalities over the provisions of the
Versailles treaty, and the spread of “bolshevik” tendencies all contributed
to the conviction that the melting pot had failed. The suspicion that the
“dross” outweighed the “metal” was reinforced by the “expert analysis
of the melting-pot” of the eugenicist H. H. Laughlin whose report to the
House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization dealt with the
proportion of the “socially inadequate” in the immigrant population.® To
those who stressed racial considerations, the melting pot was wrong, not
so much because it had failed, but because the notion of race mixing
was itself misguided; race mixing meant mongrelization, not the pro-
duction of a superior nationality. The most important frontal attack was
Henry Pratt Fairchild’s Melting-Pot Mistake (1926), which criticized the
melting pot for encouraging racial amalgamation, although admitting it
was a fairly good symbol for the process. However, Fairchild found the
melting pot as a symbol for cultural assimilation “pitiably inadequate”
because cultural heritages could not be melted together and because it
focused on the process of interaction rather than the result.”

Even those who disagreed with Fairchild on many points might
concur in calling the melting pot a mistake, and since both friends of
immigration and restrictionists were critical of the symbol, he seemed
quite justified in predicting “that it is not likely ever to be dragged into
service again.™' For at least two reasons, this turned out to be another
“melting pot mistake”: the first reason is that the symbol had already
become firmly embedded in American speech; the second, which is per-
haps hardly to be distinguished from the first, is that in spite of its
theoretical vagueness, the melting pot continued to find occasional em-
ployment by students of society as a conceptual tool.

All through his career Frederick Jackson Turner looked upon the
frontier as a melting pot in which the distinctive American nationality
was forged. Edward N. Saveth says that for Turner “the melting pot
becomes an important institutional determinant™ and that the “concept”
is recurrent in his writings; Merle Curti refers to the melting pot in his
recent case study of the validity of certain aspects of the Turnerian ap-
proach.”™ Another student of society who used the melting pot as a con-
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ceptual tool was Bessie Bloom Wessel, who formally defined it to refer
to the amalgamation of different stocks through intermarriage in her
Ethnic Survey of Woonsocket, Rhode Island. This examination of the
“melting” process was endorsed, as to both method and results, in a
Foreword by the noted anthropologist Clark Wissler. On the whole, how-
ever, sociologists regarded the “melting pot theory” as outmoded or un-
sophisticated; even so, they usually mentioned it as a primitive earlier
approach.” The study that undoubtedly gave the greatest impetus to the
use of the melting pot as a conceptual tool was Ruby Jo Reeves Kennedy's
survey of the patterns of mate selection in New Haven from 1870 to
1940. Her article, “Single or Triple Melting-Pot” (1944), introduced the
multiple, or compartmentalized, melting pot. Since her research showed
that marriages between different nationalities were increasing but still
tended to take place within the confines of the three major religious
divisions, Kennedy concluded that immigrant assimilation took place
within the “triple-melting-pots” of Protestantism. Catholicism and Ju-
daism. Kennedy’s triple-melting-pot thesis was given popular currency
and applied much more broadly to religious sociology in Will Herberg's
widely read and influential study, Protestant-Catholic-Jew "'

Because of the sociologists’ discovery of the multiple melting pot, or
perhaps because of the mounting evidence that some sort of “melting”
has indeed occurred in the American population since 1900, the melting
pot is currently recovering a good deal of its respectability. There are still
those whose distaste for the term has not abated: Horace Kallen remains
unconverted, in spite of admirers who would credit him with the dis-
covery of the melting pot, and Carl N. Degler. Karl E. Meyer, Amitai
Etzioni, and Franklin D. Scott have all lately found fault with it, while
a recent writer in the American Journal of Psychiatry criticized the
melting pot with racial arguments reminiscent of the 1920s."® On
the other hand, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., included the melting pot, “in
the best sense of the term,” among America’s ten greatest contributions
to civilization; an editor of the New Republic associated prejudice and
narrow provincialism with cultural pluralism and seemed more favorably
inclined toward the melting pot; David Riesman found that the early
melting pot had some attractive features, and Theodore H. White, Louis
B. Wright, and the authors of a recent college text in American history
have also spoken positively of it within the last few years."” Hans Kohn,
along with Herberg, feels that those who saw America as a melting pot
early in this century were more accurate observers than those who held
that ethnic identity would persist indefinitely.*”
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Resisting the temptation to ask what the melting pot boils down to,
we may now attempt to draw some conclusions. We should note, first of
all, that it is the melting pot as symbol rather than as theory which is of
primary importance; the difficulty in framing an adequate theory of im-
migrant adjustment was, in fact, one of the principal reasons for the
popularity of the symbol. As a symbol, the melting pot stands in some
fashion for the process of interaction of different ethnic groups and for
the society in which the process is taking place. At the time the symbol
came into general usage, this process was not understood in any clear
and comprehensive way, yet it was of great public importance and was
much discussed. Theoretical concepts such as “assimilation” were em-
ployed in this discussion, and so were popular figurative terms like mix-
ing, melting, blending, and fusing. The melting pot provided a large
symbol, a comprehensive figurative framework, which subsumed into
itself many metaphoric terms already in common use; it seemed to con-
form in some way to the process that was going on, and it lent itself to
picturesque elaboration that made it ideal for colorful use by journalists.
Consequently, the symbol became extremely popular and entered deeply
into the whole thought process respecting immigration; for many people,
no doubt, it was the basic piece of intellectual equipment where immi-
gration was concerned. But considering the lack of precise understanding
of the subject and the very loose use of the symbol, it was bound to be
ambiguous; it could not convey anything univocal because what it stood
for was neither clearly nor univocally understood.

If we concede that the ambiguities of the melting pot symbol reflected
the confusion existing in the public mind about the processes of immi-
grant adjustment, the next question is. Did the symbol of the melting
pot add to that confusion? The answer is that it did. All of us, as George
Eliot observed, “get our thoughts entangled in metaphors™;"® we tend to
equate literally the symbol with the thing symbolized. In this particular
instance, the substitution in thought and discussion of a very concrete
symbol (melting pot) for a very subtle and complex thing symbolized
(ethnic interaction) was almost bound to result in added confusion. The
very effectiveness of the symbol tended to focus undue attention upon
it rather than transferring attention to the thing symbolized, and all too
frequently discussion of immigration was cast into the wrong terms.
Human beings are not metals; they do not literally “melt”; they do not
“fuse”; groups of human beings are not really “alloys.” Everyone, of
course, “knew” this—but to talk continually in terms of the melting pot,
employing the vocabulary of metallurgy. tended inevitably to color the
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general public understanding of immigration and ethnic adjustment.
Unconsciously, one suspects, many people came to feel that there was
something wrong with immigrants if they did not visibly start “blending.”
Furthermore, the elaboration of the symbol proceeded, quite naturally,
along lines proper to the operation of a melting pot. But were all these
elaborations appropriate to the processes that were supposed to be sym-
bolized? Does it not seem likely that figures such as heating up the pot
or pouring into molds suggested ideas respecting immigration that might
not otherwise have been thought of at all? At the very least, these figures
of speech lent a spurious plausibility to certain ideas simply because they
fitted in so nicely with the symbolism of the melting pot, not necessarily
because they were appropriate to the reality of ethnic interaction.

Perhaps the most serious distortion of understanding that the melt-
ing pot symbolism entailed was the notion of uniformity of product. We
think of what comes out of a melting pot as uniform in color, consistency,
texture, and other qualities; the repeated use of melting pot symbolism
reinforced, if it did not generate, the expectation that the result of ethnic
interaction should also be absolutely uniform. It is this emphasis on
uniformity which more than anything else has caused liberals to con-
demn the melting pot “theory.”

But granting all its confusions and even the particularly unfortunate
connotation of uniformity—which can be mitigated by interpretation®—
the melting pot remains the best symbol that has been devised for ethnic
interaction in America. It is by far the most popular symbol, and its very
ambiguity allows its use by those who disagree about what it means, but
these are not the chief reasons for calling it the best symbol. It is the
unique merit of the melting pot that the element of ever changing process
is intrinsic to the symbol itsell and that what is symbolized, ethnic in-
teraction, is above all an ever changing dynamic process. There are two
other distinctive merits of the melting pot symbol: first, the strong im-
plication that the interaction of the various elements proceeds according
to its own inner laws in the general direction of reducing the most glaring
differences and is subject to human manipulation to only a limited degree;
and, second, the suggestion that the final result of the interaction cannot
with certainty be known beforehand.

If we compare the melting pot with some of the alternative symbols
mentioned earlier, its superiority is, I believe, clear. If the melting pot
can be validly criticized because it suggests too strongly uniformity of
product, this is surely even more true of George R. Stewart’s “transmuting
pot”; what this verbal change in fact does is specify one version of the
melting pot—the version in which immigrants are to be changed into
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something that is predetermined. Unless one thinks that the element of
predetermination is present to a greater degree than can be implied by
melting pot, it is hard to see why transmuting pot should be preferred.
The alternative symbols of soup, stew and the like certainly have nothing
to recommend them on aesthetic grounds and are usually justified by
arguments exactly the opposite of Stewart’s: they are urged as substitutes
because the melting pot is alleged to imply too strongly that the distinctive
ethnic identities disappear, while in a stew, carrots, for example, do
remain somehow carrots even after an indefinite period of stewing. Here
the matter resolves itself into the question of whether one would agree
that a third-generation Irish-American is to an immigrant Irishman as a
carrot-in-the-pot-nine-days-old is to a raw carrot. Furthermore, these
symbols do not convey as forcefully as the melting pot the sense of ever
changing process, and they suggest a chef more strongly than the melting
pot suggests a directive human manipulator. Practically all the other
alternative symbols surveyed—salad, mosaic, flower garden, and so on—
are fundamentally defective in that they are essentially static; they do
not convey the notion that the materials involved are in a process of
transformation. Even those that seem to involve action (e.g., weaving
machine, orchestra) fall down here since the constitutive elements are
themselves unchanging. Furthermore, a weaving machine implies a
weaver, and an orchestra requires a conductor. Perhaps something could
be done with irradiation, but it hardly seems worthwhile to take up all
the others from choir dance to dog pound.

As a symbol the melting pot seems to me superior to these, and it
certainly has in its favor the weight of popular usage. Among intellectuals
the real challenger of the melting pot symbol is not another symbol but
rather the concept of cultural pluralism. This concept, which is almost
as old as the melting pot, and whose history is equally involved, cannot
be discussed here. It is pertinent to note, however, that although it is an
abstract concept, “cultural pluralism”™ has accumulated an emotional
charge equal to that carried by any symbol; moreover. it is not without
a few ambiguities of its own and has perhaps even generated a little
confusion. In the form first proposed by Kallen, cultural pluralism
amounted to a kind of “ethnic predestination,” and it did not prove to
be an accurate prognosis of the future development of immigrant groups
in the United States. It is now much modified and amounts, on the
whole, to tolerance of as much cultural diversity as is compatible with
the minimum essential national unity. Every idea—even cultural plu-
ralism—can be interpreted in narrow and dogmatic fashion, and it is
worth pointing out to the cultural pluralist critics of the melting pot that
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that much abused symbol has represented, for many Americans, aspi-
rations and values that resemble those cherished by pluralists—openness
toward the future; receptiveness to immigrants and the cultural values
they bring; and the gradual and harmonious integration of these im-
migrants and their descendants into the ever evolving life of the nation.
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Contusion Compounded:
A Melting Pot Update

The racial crisis of the 1960s and the broader ethnic revival it set off
catapulted the melting pot once more into prominence, but with more
negative connotations than ever. Its becoming almost exclusively a term
of abuse did not, however, clear up all the ambiguities attending its use,
even though melting pot was conventionally cast as the evil twin, with
pluralism being the good twin. On the contrary, confusion was com-
pounded by the widespread resort to terms that, as I put it in this essay,
“impose upon the phenomena a conceptual framework that is at the
same time murkily vacuous yet rigid and highly judgmental.”

The update on melting pot usage that follows here was written when
the ethnic revival was at its height. The paper itself was, like the original
melting pot essay, presented at a meeting of the Ohio—Indiana American
Studies Group, held this time at Bowling Green State University in May
1976. It did not find its way into print until 1979, by which time the
ethnic revival was nearly over. That fact was far less clear than it is in
retrospect, but several major critiques of the revival had already been
published and others were soon to appear.” Even if these writers also
found fault with the melting pot—as, for example, Orlando Patterson
did—their works helped to correct the rhetorical imbalance created by
the excesses of the revivalists.” Others discussed the melting pot in more
frankly sympathetic terms. Justice William O. Douglas did so in his
opinion in the DeFunis case; so did Ralph Ellison, who noted, among
other things, that “the melting-pot concept was never so simplistic or
abstract as current arguments would have it.™ David Hollinger’s reflec-
tions on its relation to democracy were published under the title “Two
Cheers for the Melting Pot”; and Werner Sollors wrote several pieces
defending the melting pot, vindicating it, and revealing its hitherto un-
recognized symbolic associations, from the sexual to the alchemical.*

I have not made a systematic review of the relevant literature, but
my impression is that usage of the term continued to be preponderantly
negative in the eighties, though not nearly so much so as in the preceding

32
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decade. According to Richard Alba, the “simplistic dualism between melt-
ing pot and cultural pluralism no longer dominates debate about ethnic-
ity,” and other sociological studies of assimilation refer to the melting
pot in a relatively positive manner.“ It is still unusual to encounter out-
rightly favorable employment of the symbol in what might be called
policy-related contexts, but Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., has done so in
discussing multiculturalism, and a nationally syndicated cartoonist did
portray Mr. and Mrs. Average Citizen gazing in bewilderment at a huge
pile of cooking pans, each with a separate ethnic label, and asking,
“Whatever happened to that big melting pot?” And the rhetorical climate
has cooled sufficiently to permit increased employment of the term in
descriptive contexts—including nonethnic ones such as a newspaper
column by the “Cultivated Gardener” headed “All-American Garden a
Melting Pot.™ But another recent example breathes a very different
spirit—a tee shirt reading “America is like a melting pot: the people at
the bottom get burned and the scum floats to the top.”™ With that we
are ready to reenter the passionate rhetorical world of the ethnic revival
at its height.

AAnumber of years ago I contributed to the American Quarterly an article
entitled “The Melting Pot: Symbol of Fusion or Confusion?” (see above,
chap. 1). It was not a particularly “relevant” piece when it appeared,
since the ethnic revival was still several years in the future. Although
Glazer and Moynihan’s Beyond the Melting Pot had just appeared, that
work was not what prompted the investigation. Rather. what piqued my
curiosity about the melting pot was the remark made by Henry Pratt
Fairchild in 1926 that the village dog pound was a better symbol than
the melting pot for “race mixture” in America. I came across this striking
substitution of metaphors in the late 1950s. In the context of the then
current preoccupation with myths, symbols, and national character, the
melting pot seemed a promising subject to research. In the decade that
has passed since the article appeared, the situation has changed mark-
edly. Our interest in symbols and myths has abated, but the melting pot
is referred to more frequently in public discussion than at any time since
World War 1. In view of these shifts, it will be worthwhile to update the
melting pot analysis by reviewing the way the expression has been used
in the past dozen years. As the present title suggests, | believe recent
usage confirms the conclusions I arrived at in 1964, so let me begin by
recapitulating several of the main points made in the original article.'
1. The melting pot as a symbol for ethnic interaction entered the
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language in 1908 as a direct result of the presentation of Israel Zangwill's
play The Melting-Pot. The word melt had been used in connection with
immigrant assimilation as far back as Crévecoeur, and the metaphor of
a crucible had been used a number of times before 1908. But neither of
these expressions calls up quite the same thing—melting process, for
instance, differs considerably from melting pot, and no one expected
Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible to deal with immigration.

2. The image of the melting pot almost irresistably invites elabo-
ration. Those who use it soon find themselves talking about purging
fires, simmering contents, scum on the top, dross, fumes, ladles, molds,
and on and on. Largely because of its vividness and aptness for jour-
nalistic embellishment, the melting pot caught on, becoming incompar-
ably the most popular metaphor for the process of ethnic interaction.
And as a result of its widespread use, it became a basic piece of intellectual
equipment in discussions of immigration and assimilation.

3. Although melting pot has been indispensable to public discussion
of these issues since 1908, its meaning is so ambiguous that it never
furnished a satisfactory tool of analysis. Some people interpreted the
function of the melting pot as that of purging away the cultural impurities
of immigrant groups and transforming them into hundred-percent Amer-
icans according to the Anglo-Saxon model. Others, however, saw the
whole society as in the melting pot and anticipated that it would produce
in the end a new culture, blended from the elements of all. They looked
toward a new American, a new national character. Attitudes toward the
melting pot were as diverse as the several versions of what it meant. The
man who wrote the play, Israel Zangwill, was an English Jew who con-
sidered the melting pot an admirable ideal, but other Jews rejected it as
a mess of pottage that demanded as its price the surrender of their
birthright. The same division of opinion occurred among other immigrant
groups, and among older Americans as well.

4. The melting pot acquired a bad reputation with liberals at the
time of World War | which it has never been able to throw off. Horace
Kallen attacked it as a betrayal of true Americanism in 1915, and most
other progressives agreed that what Kallen called cultural pluralism of-
fered a much more attractive model. They objected to the hundred-
percent Americanization version of the melting pot; but in the 1920s
Fairchild and other conservatives (such as Hiram Evans of the KKK)
turned against the melting pot precisely because it failed to purge away
the foreignness of immigrants in the manner prescribed by that version
of melting pot theory. Despite its falling into disfavor among both liberals
and conservatives, however, melting pot continued in use in later decades
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because the symbol and all its contradictory meanings had become so
deeply enmeshed in the language.

Thus far the melting pot analysis of 1964. Something I have learned
since then about how British writers use the term should be added before
we review more recent usage. The point is important because if Zangwill
had been an American rather than an English writer, it is most unlikely
he would have used the symbol at all—and our subsequent thinking
about ethnic interaction would thereby have been changed. The melting
pot has had a very different metaphoric career in Britain from what it
has had in America. British writers before and after Zangwill use the
expression as a generic metaphor for any process involving basic change.
In the United States, however, there is no evidence it was used meta-
phorically at all before 1908, and since then it has been strictly limited
to the process of ethnic and cultural blending. Thus the Oxford English
Dictionary notes that melting pot is “often fig. with reference to thorough
remodeling of institutions, etc.” and gives an example from 1877 in which
John Morley advised against sending the British constitution to the melt-
ing pot. On the American side, Craigie and Hulbert make no mention of
metaphoric usage in their Dictionary of American English on Historical
Principles, but the recent Random House Dictionary of the English Lan-
guage (college ed., 1968) gives the following as the first definition of
melting pot: “a country, locality, or situation in which a blending of races
and cultures is taking place.”

Herbert Butterfield is a good example of a contemporary British
writer who is fond of the melting pot as a generic metaphor for change—
he has spoken at various times of the British constitution, scientific ideas,
and systems of historical interpretation as being in the melting pot.*
Another English writer, H. G. Schenk, describes the romantic period as
one in which all ideas and ideals were in the melting pot; E. E. Y. Hales
said the future of the Italian states was in the melting pot in 1848; and
twenty years ago R. R. Bolgar found the discipline of classical studies
“trembl|ling] on the edge of the melting pot.” So frequently is the melting
pot used as a generic metaphor by British writers that George Orwell
treated it as showpiece of hackneyed terminology in his essay “Politics
and the English Language.” In complaining of mixed journalistic met-
aphors, Orwell gave this egregious example: “the jackboot is thrown into
the melting pot.™

Americans never use the melting pot in this generalized sense, but
a recent article on school counseling programs demonstrates that we can
mix metaphors quite handily in discussing the strictly ethnic vessel: the
article is entitled “Gatekeeping and the Melting Pot.” What is most
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remarkable about recent usage, however, is that the melting pot is re-
peatedly invoked by those who reject what they think it stands for and
that the image is lavishly embellished by people who deny that the melt-
ing pot ever existed.

Glazer and Moynihan’s widely noted Beyond the Melting Pot, which
was published in 1963, set the tone for much recent usage in asserting
that “the point about the melting pot is that it did not happen.™ Although
the two authors concede that “the specifically national aspect” of eth-
nicity generally disappears in three generations, most later commentators
assume that Glazer and Moynihan have completely discredited what one
reviewer called the “fearful and contemptuous” theory of the melting
pot.” In 1965 sociologist William Petersen referred to the melting pot as
a “gruesome metaphor” that was misleading in its implications, a view
evidently shared by the reader of a liberal Catholic journal who objected
to a columnist’s “resurrecting the corpse of the melting pot theory” and
who went on to assert that it “produce|d] a poisonous brew out of sweet
intentions.”” Equally gruesome is the view ascribed to revisionist histo-
rians of American education who are said to regard the melting pot as
“some sort of waspish cauldron, which cannibalistically devoured the
immigrant’s past and his ethnic identity.” After these extremes, it is a
relief to find the melting pot characterized merely as a “transparent
fiction” or a theory that won't hold water.*

Considering the prevailing standards of public discourse, one would
have to say that the scatological possibilities of the melting pot have been
surprisingly neglected. But thanks to Geno Baroni's reminder that in the
past Americans were expected to “melt or get off the pot,” they have not
been entirely overlooked.”

According to the colonial historian Michael Kammen, the melting
pot is an inept metaphor, but it did work for the blacks in the sense that
it turned many different kinds of Africans into one kind of African-Amer-
ican. After making this straightforward point, Kammen falls victim to
the overpowering urge to embroider the imagery. “Thus,” he adds cutely,
“the only American melting pot has perhaps always been a black one,
though in this case the putative pot has been reluctant to call the kettle
black.™"

Black writers, so far as | have seen, have not decoded this utterance,
but they have had a good deal to say about the melting pot. A dialogue
between Rev. Jesse Jackson and Dr. Alvin Poussaint provides a vivid
example of how melting pot imagery entraps even those who ostensibly
reject the symbol. After saying that the melting pot doesn’t work and
that the “melting pot concept of equality” was designed to cover up the
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murder of the Indians and the theft of their land, Rev. Jackson goes on
to state his preference for the soup bowl as a symbol of ethnic interaction.
But that substitution does not seem to solve the problem, for although
each group “has poured in a bit of their blood, sweat and tears,” “blacks
have been pushed to the bottom of the soup bowl and are the last to be
recognized and the first to be scorched.” Warming now to his subject,
Rev. Jackson warns that “it's either vou let my people go and recognize
me or we're gonna blow a hole in the bottom of this thing and let every-
body go down the drain. Or we're gonna turn over the whole bowl so
some rearrangements can be made.” At this point, Dr. Poussaint observes
that blacks “have the basic strengths to rearrange the soup.” but he
wonders how many believe that the way to survival is “to leave the whole
bowl of soup—get out of the melting pot.” To this, Jackson responds:
“Of course, sometimes blacks get to thinking they can just sneak into a
corner of this bowl and stay there, oblivious to the other forces going on
in the bowl and some try to make a decision to escape the bowl. The fact
is ... we've put too much in this bowl to all of a sudden give it up.™"

Jesse Jackson is by no means the only one to treat the supposedly
alternative symbol of the soup bowl as though it were interchangeable
with the melting pot. Michael Novak, the best-known prophet of white
ethnicity, pointed out in a newspaper column that the standardizing
pressures of American life were “driving out diversity and praising (um,
um, good!) the homogenized soup of the melting pot,” and in his Rise
of the Unmeltable Ethnics (1972) he flatly states, “The melting pot is a
kind of homogenized soup.”"*

The title of Novak’s book is derived from melting pot symbolism,
and the work itself is a priceless cabinet of metaphoric curiosities. Novak
maintains, of course, that there never really was a melting pot. Thus he
writes that immigrants “gambled a great deal on the melting pot. It did
not exist.” They found American life “not a melting pot [but] a jungle!”
Yet the myth of the melting pot was very real. According to Novak, it
“has dominated the social sciences for three decades,” and he suggests
that “melting-pot ideology” may have been devised as a means of re-
ducing the “political and economic power” of immigrant groups."

But while explicitly rejecting the metaphor and what it stands for,
Novak cannot free himself from the imagery it provides for discussion
of ethnic interaction. Indeed, he revels in melting pot imagery. We have
already seen that he equates melting pot and soup, and in endorsing the
statement that “America is a sizzling cauldron for the ethnic American,”
he accepts an obvious variant of the melting pot. The symbol itself he
uses with little regard for theoretical or metaphoric consistency. In one
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place, Novak reports that Norman Mailer “tried to embrace the melting
pot,” but further on he contradicts himself by citing Mailer as evidence
for the statement that “good writing in America is inherently subversive
of ‘the melting pot." " Elsewhere he claims that although we “did not
have one before, . .. now national television is our melting pot.” The
rhetoric of Spiro Agnew (“one of the most meltable of ethnics”) is a
product of the melting pot: “Crackling phrases had been simmering in
the melting pot for generations and his speechwriters pulled them out
molten.” In an apocalyptic figure, Novak associates the melting pot with
the agony in southeast Asia: “We had set out to pour the acids of our
melting pot over Vietnam.”"

This sampler of metaphoric usage could be extended, but it should
suffice to confirm the point that the image of the melting pot still exerts
a powerful hold on the imagination of those who write on ethnic matters
and that it is used with great figurative abandon in the most diverse
contexts and with every conceivable embellishment. This rank luxuri-
ance of metaphoric usage of course magnifies the problem of conceptual
ambiguity, for if it was never very clear just what the melting pot “meant,”
its meaning becomes even more elusive when it is employed with such
wild imprecision. Even a sober academic comparison, “The Melting Pot
in Canada and the United States.” used the metaphor in a wide variety
of senses—in some places it meant simply the environment; elsewhere,
“the idea and process of ethnic interaction™ and the society in which it
goes on; but it also seemed to be equated with “achievement orientation
applied to entire groups,” with equality of opportunity, and with “the
culture of all those . . . whose credo was the American idea.”"” And what
are we to make of an inquiry into the nature of the new ethnicity that
talks about “the consequences of a melting pot theory which in theory
has included all but in reality left out the unmeltables and created a
generation from melted parents who search for an identity not found in
the melting pot”?"

But despite the lack of clarity in specific cases, several generaliza-
tions may be ventured concerning the overall situation today.

1. First, those who refer to the melting pot nearly always regard it
quite negatively. Occasionally one comes upon a writer who defends the
melting pot as an ideal or argues that the process it symbolizes did take
place,'” but the predominant attitude is definitely hostile.

2. Two assumptions account for most of this hostility. The first is
the belief that the melting pot holds up complete homogenization as the
ideal; the second, and very closely related, belief is that the melting pot
actually amounts to forced Americanization. Fused together, these two
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assumptions lead to the conclusion that the melting pot is designed to
turn all immigrants and their descendants into reproductions of white
Anglo-Saxon Protestant Americans.

3. Third, not only do most writers reject this melting pot with ve-
hemence, but they go on to deny that it ever had any reality. The con-
ventional wisdom is thus twofold: as an ideal or goal the melting pot is
reprehensible, but in the practical order (fortunately, one presumes) it
didn't exist, never happened, failed to melt, and is a myth.

4. Finally, one may conventionally expect to find a rejection of the
“melting pot” coupled with an endorsement of “pluralism.” This is, of
course, a convenience in distinguishing the children of light from chil-
dren of darkness, but it is not otherwise very informative. For, aside from
being vaguely associated with the notion that diversity is a good thing,
“pluralism” is pretty much a conceptual black box—it can mean almost
anything.

Melting pot is thus not the only obscure and confusing term in vogue
in discussions of this sort, and we must glance ever so briefly at the
interlinked ambiguities of pluralism and ethnicity.

John Higham has recently made a monumental contribution by trac-
ing the tortuous complications of “Ethnic Pluralism in Modern American
Thought.” Here he shows that Kallen’s original formulation stressed the
value of preserving consciously held cultural features (such as language);
with Robert E. Park, however, cultural pluralism had become merely the
first stage of the assimilation cycle. Since Park’s time, pluralism has been
variously interpreted as referring primarily to religious differences, as a
form of veto group politics, and as describing a particular pattern of social
interaction. Most recently, Higham argues, pluralism has ceased to be a
policy of intergroup relations and has given way to “a new particularism,
which encourages a heightened solidarity within any segment of the
population that can define itself as somehow distinct.”""

Another way of illustrating the slipperiness of pluralism as a concept
is to ask what kind of differences between groups constitute the grounds
on which they may be said to be pluralized. For Kallen, the differences
were quite tangible: an ensemble of consciously prized social and cultural
features such as language, press, theater, ethnic societies, etcetera. But
as these aspects of ethnic culture have been eroded by assimilation, the
grounds of pluralism have become progressively more elusive. Thus Mil-
ton Gordon argues that structural pluralism succeeds cultural pluralism,
by which he means roughly that people still sort themselves out ethnically
for purposes of informal socialization, even though, outwardly, they may
all seem alike. For the ethnocultural analysts of political behavior, it is
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collective voting patterns that demonstrate the reality of pluralism. And
Michael Novak has pushed pluralism to a new level of etherialization by
grounding it in such matters as distinctive reactions to pain among per-
sons of different ethnic backgrounds, and more generally upon “emo-
tions, instincts, memory, imagination, passions, and ways of perceiving
[which| are passed on to us in ways that we do not choose, and in ways
so thick with life that they lie far beyond the power of consciousness (let
alone analytic and verbal reason) thoroughly to master, totally to alter.”"

Perhaps the most important point made in Higham's superb analysis
is his insistence that the doctrine of pluralism “has unconsciously relied
on the assimilative process which it seemed to repudiate.” For what is
it but assimilation to a common core of universalistic norms (such as
tolerance and justice) that prevents the stress on group solidarity and
pride from expressing itself in hostility to outsiders, in prejudiced atti-
tudes and discriminatory behavior? Anthropologists report that what are
called plural societies elsewhere in the world are generally either “tyr-
annies ruled by one of the constituent groups” or are societies “disrupted
by open conflict and plagued by instability.” They express doubt that
democracy can work in a society deeply divided by intense and conflicting
ethnic loyalities. For this reason Higham concludes that pluralism is
workable only if based on “an underlying consensus about basic values,
... a unitying ideology, faith, or myth.™

To the degree that ethnic spokesmen advert to such considerations,
they usually do so merely to assert that pluralism is not the same as
polarization, that it somehow means unity rather than division. The rhap-
sodic Mr. Novak, for example, proclaims that “we will find greater unity
in those depths in which unity irradiates diversity than we will by at-
tempting, through the artifices of the American ‘melting pot’ . . . to be-
come what we are not.”” “The new ethnicity does not stand for the
Balkanization of America,” he assures us:

It stands for a true, real, multicultural cosmopolitanism. It
points toward a common culture truly altered by each new infu-
sion of diversity. Until now . . . the melting pot has had only a
single recipe. That is why at present the common culture seems
to have become discredited, shattered, unenforceable. Its co-
coon has broken. Struggling to be born is a creature of multi-
cultural beauty, dazzling, free, a higher and richer form of life.
It was fashioned in the painful darkness of the melting pot and
now, at the appointed time, it awakens.”’
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Here the foremost critic of the melting pot proposes a classical melt-
ing pot ideal in visualizing the creation of a new common culture out of
multicultural materials, yet it seems likely that Novak considers this a
departure from melting pot thinking. It is a perfect illustration of the
way confusion has been compounded in discussions of this sort. But note
also that Novak does not explain why the new ethnicity will work out in
such a benign and harmonious way; he simply asserts that it will. Surely
this is an instance of Higham's point that pluralism “has unconsciously
relied on the assimilative process which it seemed to repudiate”—a re-
liance that in this case is unconsciously betrayed by the very language
involved.

Without entering further into the problem of what ethnicity means—
or the even murkier terrain of “new ethnicity”*'—the evidence already
presented seems to me to establish the point that the terminology em-
ploved in such discussions confuses rather than clarifies our efforts to
understand the situation and to identify policy issues. But, one might
object, what is being talked about is a confusing business—a tangle of
diffuse feelings, ill-defined identities, impalpable hopes, obscure resent-
ments, vague social goals, and crosscutting interests. In dealing with
these matters, we must learn to tolerate ambiguities because there is no
way to reduce the swirl of reality to neat conceptual categories.

This objection has great force—except that it is not really an objec-
tion to my position. For my complaint is not that the reality is complex
and elusive; nor is it that terms such as melting pot. pluralism, and
ethnicity are ambiguous. My complaint rather is that these ambiguous
terms are handled as though they had one univocal meaning, which
everyone understood and to which everyone attached the same positive
or negative significance. | complain further that prevailing usage en-
courages us to think that by invoking these terms as incantations we
have gotten a useful handle on the phenomena, that we know something
about the situation we didn’t know before, that we are in a better position
to judge what action should be taken, what policy should be supported.
What we are dealing with here are terms that have been reified. But they
have been reified on such a low level of conceptual clarity that, when
applied in discussions of group life and social policy, they prevent us
from grasping complexities or appreciating ambiguities. For what this
terminology actually does is impose upon the phenomena a conceptual
framework that is at the same time murkily vacuous yet rigid and highly
judgmental.

Perhaps the most unfortunate aspect of the terminological situation
is the impression that the melting pot and pluralism are absolutely di-
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chotomous—that they rule each other out, that to espouse pluralism is
to condemn the melting pot, or that to defend the melting pot is to wage
war on all forms of diversity. This view, 1 would say, is simply wrong.
Both terms are figurative, rich and complex in implication; they can be
interpreted in many different ways and can cover a wide range of social
phenomena or policy options. In short, they are not mutually exclusive;
rather, they overlap and merge into each other. The reason they overlap
is that each was intended by its originator to comprehend the full spec-
trum of tendencies in American society—the impulse to unity and the
tendency toward multiplicity, the elements shared universally as well as
the teatures that set people apart. The melting pot, to be sure, lays greater
stress on unum than on pluribus, while pluralism reverses the emphasis;
but both terms implicitly comprehend both ends of the polarity. The
difference between them is really a matter of differential emphasis.

But, to repeat, contemporary usage treats melting pot and pluralism
as mutually exclusive and associates pluralism with everything good in
social policy and melting pot with everything bad. The consequence of
this oversimplified dualism is to keep people from recognizing what their
agreements and disagreements actually are. Because pluralists must re-
ject the melting pot, they find it difficult to recognize the essential role
played in their own ideology by reliance on “an underlying consensus
about basic values.” Because it was introduced with noisy anti-melting
pot fanfare, the proponents of the “Ethnic Heritages” program for the
schools seem not to realize that their goal—which is to bring about
through better intergroup understanding “a more harmonious, patriotic,
and committed populace™ —is in the classical melting pot tradition both
in its aims and in seeking to realize those aims through the educational
system. And in denigrating Americanization and the inculcation of uni-
versal values, proponents of the new pluralism forget that they too have
a stake in the American rules of the game whereby all of us try to
recognize the claims of justice and to resolve our conflicts by reason and
by mutual give and take.

Perhaps the spokesmen for various ethnic interest groups cannot be
expected to be fastidious in their use of language. They are interested
not primarily in understanding what is going on but in getting something
for their constituents. It is to their advantage to denigrate the melting
pot and to identify their own particular interests with the universal claims
of justice and with the true meaning of Americanism. But the sort of
contusion this tactic reinforces is not healthy for the polity as a whole.
Government by discussion is hopeless if it is impossible to determine
what is being discussed, and the resolution of disputes is frustrated if
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people cannot tell what is really at issue. For this reason, those of us who
deal in words and are dedicated to ideas have an obligation to do what
we can to clarify the situation. Scholars of immigration and ethnicity, in
particular, must take care not to legitimatize oversimplifications by their
own carelessness.
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The Odd Couple:
Pluralism and Assimilation

This chapter, originally written five years after “Confusion Com-
pounded,” explores a problem noted toward the end of that essay, namely,
the problematic relationship between assimilation, which the melting pot
is understood to symbolize, and pluralism, which has historically been
contrasted to both assimilation and the melting pot. This discussion fo-
cuses more directly on conceptual content than did the two surveys of
melting pot usage. But conceptual content is inseparable from the ter-
minology in which it is embedded, and the essay reprinted here will show
that the concept of pluralism is at least as complex and ambiguous as
the symbol of the melting pot.

A shorter version of this essay was presented at a conference, “Lan-
guage Problems and Public Policy,” which was sponsored by the Forum
for Interdisciplinary Research in December 1981. John Edwards, a psy-
cholinguist at Saint Francis Xavier University, Antigonish, Nova Scotia,
invited me to take part in the conference, and the expanded version of
my paper first appeared in a collection he edited under the title Linguistic
Minorities: Policies and Pluralism (1984).

Nothing that has transpired since 1984 seems to me to require mod-
ification of the historical review up to that point. Four works published
since then demonstrate that scholars of ethnicity continue to interpret
pluralism in different ways. According to Rivka Shpak Lissak’s under-
standing, cultural pluralism requires “the perpetuation of ethnic-cultural
uniqueness and the cultivation of distinct immigrant cultures through
cultural institutions” purposefully maintained by self-conscious groups.*
By contrast, Mary C. Waters sees the “ultimate goal of a pluralist society”
as a situation of “symbolic ethnicity” in which every individual is free to
identify, or not identify, with elements of his or her ethnic-cultural her-
itage on a strictly voluntaristic basis." For Gary Gerstle, the currently
normative sense of cultural pluralism is a universalistic “belief in the
right of every individual, in the United States and around the world, to
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, irrespective of creed, color, or

47
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nationality.™ Lawrence H. Fuchs deals with the problem of multiple
meanings by introducing a whole range of subspecies—voluntary plu-
ralism, coercive pluralism, predatory pluralism, sojourner pluralism,
tribal pluralism, caste pluralism, and racial pluralism. His own position,
however, is quite clear: the normative version of American pluralism
recognizes and celebrates individual rights, not group rights.!

The resurgence of racialist thinking and its association with a
“strong” version of cultural pluralism, both of which are noted at the end
of this essay, have continued since 1984. A new development along these
lines, which can only be mentioned here (although it deserves extended
treatment in its own right), is the recent emergence of “multiculturalism”
as a public issue. Earlier associated primarily with Canada, where it was
adopted as official policy in 1971, multiculturalism seems to have gained
its first foothold in this country among educators, who used the term
more or less synonymously with cultural pluralism. In 1990, it burst
upon the general public when a “multicultural” curriculum was proposed
for the New York schools which its critics regarded as embodying ob-
jectionably racialist features.”

By that time, another stream of influence—that represented by the
new “cultural studies”—merged with and reinforced the educationists’
multiculturalism at a higher level of abstraction.' This movement, which
is championed principally by academics in the fields of language, liter-
ature, and women'’s studies, derives from European theorists such as
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, whose work is said to “legitimize
diversity” and “empower” resistance to “Eurocentric domination.” The
1987-88 curricular battle at Stanford University dramatized the pro-
grammatic possibilities of ideas that obviously lend themselves to appli-
cation in racial, ethnic, and gender studies. According to one of its Latino
proponents, the “multiculturalism” that draws on these sources was, by
1990, fast becoming “the new common sense” in artistic and literary
circles.™

All this unquestionably complicates matters, especially since there
are various kinds of multiculturalism, some of which (according to cham-
pions of other versions) amount to nothing more than “warmed over
cultural pluralism.™ But it is quite clear that the demands of the more
extreme multiculturalists have aroused a strong reaction and that this
reaction includes a vigorous reaffirmation of the universalistic values
embodied in liberal assimilationism. Indeed, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.,
opened his critique of multiculturalism with a genuflection toward the
melting pot.' Thus, though the terms of the debate are murkier than
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ever, the contrasting positions are still fundamentally the same as those
described at the end of “The Odd Couple.”

Sludems of ethnicity in the United States are agreed that the terms
pluralism and assimilation designate two quite different concepts.
Pluralism, generally speaking, affirms the existence and persistence of
diversity and prescribes its preservation. Assimilation is associated with
unity; it concerns itself with and generally approves of the processes by
which various elements have been blended into the overall national cul-
ture.

I would not deny the broad ditferences between pluralism and as-
similation, but [ believe they have been greatly exaggerated and handled
much too rigidly. The tendency to dichotomize the two viewpoints in-
cludes the moral aspect as well as the theoretical; in many discussions
of the so-called new ethnicity, they were treated as mutually exclusive
categories, and pluralism was associated with everything good in social
policy and assimilation with everything bad. This is unfortunate from
the viewpoint of theoretical understanding because the two concepts, as
they have been used historically, overlap and relate to each other in a
dialectical manner. The failure to appreciate this fact confuses matters
grievously, especially with respect to policy debate, because it beclouds
the issues and prevents people from recognizing what their agreements
and disagreements actually are.

In the pages that follow I will sketch the way these two concepts
have been used in twentieth century discussions of American ethnic
affairs. This review will show that at the very beginning of its theoretical
career, and in the last few vears, pluralism was strongly antiassimila-
tionist; from the late 1930s through the 1960s, however, pluralism re-
sembled assimilation much more closely.

Assimilation was the first of the two terms to come into general use.
It emerged around 1900 in the context of concern over the nation’s
capacity to absorb the millions of immigrants who were pouring into the
country and referred in the broadest sense to the blending of ditferent
elements into one people. Assimilation was used interchangeably with
Americanization, and the production in 1908 of Israel Zangwill's drama
The Melting-Pot introduced a vivid image that gained immediate and
widespread popularity as a symbol for the process of assimilation. Inter-
marriage was often linked with assimilation, but it was usually distin-
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guished from “amalgamation,” or biological mixing. As one writer put it,
the end product of assimilation was nationality, and that implied not
“unity of blood.” but “unity of institutions and social habits.™

But while assimilation was an elastic term that could accommodate
a wide variation of interpretations, it became more closely identified with
a narrow nativistic insistence that immigrants had to conform themselves
closely to the prevailing American norms before they could be considered
satisfactorily assimilated. This development is reflected in Henry Pratt
Fairchild's Immigration (1913), a work by a leading sociologist of old
American stock who accepted the prevailing scientific racialism of the
day and was deeply troubled about the implications of immigration for
the national culture. Basing his discussion on the “physiological analogy”
of the digestion of food by the body, which he believed underlay the
concept of assimilation as a social process, Fairchild said that “true and
complete assimilation of the foreign elements in the United States in-
volves such a complete transformation and unification of the new con-
stituents that all sense of difference between the new and the old com-
pletely disappears.” Fairchild added that assimilation presupposed the
existence of a national type that the immigrant was to conform to, and
the “native American” was that national type.*

This version of assimilation not only was oftensively ethnocentric;
it also proposed a standard impossible to meet in practice. First-gener-
ation immigrants simply could not make themselves over so completely,
even if they had been willing to do so (which most of them were not),
and even if the receiving society had been willing to regard them as
unqualified Americans after they had done so (which it was not). It was
therefore natural that spokespersons for immigrant groups would reject
assimilation altogether if this was what it meant. The work that prompted
their boldest champion to step forth was not Fairchild's book, but Edward
A. Ross’s Old World in the New (1914), a veritable diatribe against the
new immigrants. Ross, a progressive sociologist at the University of Wis-
consin, did not discuss assimilation systematically, but his disbelief that
immigrants could come up to American standards was patent throughout,
and in the chapter entitled “American Blood and Immigrant Blood” he
really let himself go. Even the physical appearance of the newer immi-
grants betrayed them as a “sub-common” people of obviously low men-
tality who really belonged in animal skins, beside wattled huts, at the
end of the great ice age. Ross was appalled by their “sugar-loat heads,
moon-faces, slit mouths, lantern jaws, and goose-bill noses.” Jews he
singled out as puny and sissified, the saddest possible contrast to the
type of the American pioneer.”
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This was too much for Horace M. Kallen, a German-born Jew, a
Zionist, a Harvard Ph.D., and a colleague of Ross’s at the University of
Wisconsin. The appearance of The Old World in the New prompted him
to set forth a radically antiassimilationist interpretation of American na-
tionality in an article entitled “Democracy versus the Melting Pot.” Orig-
inally published in the Nation in February 1915, this essay was reprinted
with very minor changes in 1924, at which time Kallen gave the name
“cultural pluralism” to his position.” Since he was reacting to extreme
hundred-percent Americanism, it is perhaps understandable that Kallen
went to the opposite extreme in his formulation of cultural pluralism.
His statement was long and diffuse, downright obscure in places, but
the overall argument may be summarized as follows.

First, Kallen denied that there was an American nationality as such,
a generic national identity defining the whole people considered as a
collectivity, to which the immigrants could be assimilated. Such a generic
national culture had at one time existed, he stated, but it had been
dissipated by the great waves of immigration. As a result, the United
States in the twentieth century was not really a nation but a political
state within the borders of which dwelt a number of distinct nationalities.

Second, Kallen assumed that these distinct nationalities would per-
petuate themselves indefinitely. Although the language here was vague,
his thinking was clearly rooted in a romantic kind of racialism. “Like-
mindedness” was the key to nationality, and it was “inward, corporate
and inevitable” because it sprang from “a homogeneity of heritage, men-
tality and interest.” Members of an ethnic group shared a “prevailing
intrinsic similarity” that Kallen seemed to regard as forever fixed. “What
is inalienable in the life of mankind,” he declared, “is its intrinsic positive
quality—its psycho-physical inheritance.” Because a person “cannot
change his grandfather,” ethnic nationalities were destined to perdure
indefinitely through a kind of biological determinism.

The third feature of Kallen'’s thinking brings us to the policy ques-
tion. Given the existence of many nationalities in the same country and
the prospect of their remaining permanently distinctive, what should be
done? Kallen saw two alternatives, which he designated the options of
“unison” and “harmony.” By unison he meant the effort to make everyone
conform to a common pattern—essentially the hundred-percent Amer-
icanization policy. By harmony he meant the glad embrace of the existing
multiplicity. Kallen opted decisively for harmony; indeed, he affirmed
that it was the truly American and democratic policy, whereas the effort
to enforce conformity to a common pattern actually violated democratic
ideals and the spirit of American institutions,
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Kallen had turned the tables on the Americanizers very neatly, but
as a policy prescription his cultural pluralism amounted to little more
than a lyrical vision. The following rhapsodic passage is the closest he
ever came to describing how cultural pluralism would be put into op-
eration, how his “great and truly democratic commonwealth” would func-
tion in practice:

Its form would be that of the federal republic; its substance a
democracy of nationalities, cooperating voluntarily and autono-
mously through common institutions in the enterprise of self-
realization through the perfection of men according to their
kind. The common language of the commonwealth . . . would
be English, but each nationality would have for its emotional
and involuntary life its own peculiar dialect or speech, its own
individual and inevitable esthetic and intellectual forms. The
political and economic life of the commonwealth is a single unit
and serves as the foundation and background for the realization
of the distinctive individuality of each natio that composes it
and of the pooling of these in a harmony above them all. Thus
“American civilization” may come to mean the perfection of the
cooperative harmonies of “European civilization”—the waste,
the squalor and the distress of Europe being eliminated—a
multiplicity in a unity, an orchestration of mankind.”

As this passage reveals, the assumption of automatic harmony
among a multiplicity of permanently distinct ethnic nationalities should
be added as the fourth feature of Kallen’s original formulation of cultural
pluralism. It was, in fact, precisely this assumption that permitted Kallen
to disregard entirely the need for assimilation to American ways that
other commentators stressed so heavily. For although he denied the
existence of American nationality as such and repudiated the American-
ization programs of the day, Kallen silently included assimilation in his
theory by postulating a degree of consensus adequate to assure coop-
eration and harmony among all elements in his contemplated federation
of nationalities, Kallen thus made tacit provision for the unum of the
national motto, although his rhetorical stress was altogether on pluribus
and his theoretical assumptions seemed to rule out any kind of funda-
mental merging-into-one of the many immigrant nationalities that made
up the American people.

The publication of Kallen’s article in 1915 attracted the attention of
a few intellectuals, but its republication and the introduction of the term
cultural pluralism in 1924 passed almost completely without notice. No
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doubt the principal reason for this neglect was that the passage in 1924
of a stringent immigration restriction law removed ethnic concerns from
the forefront of public discussion. More than a decade passed before the
expression cultural pluralism entered into circulation, even in the limited
universe of scholarly observers of intergroup relations.

Before examining the way cultural pluralism was understood in the
late thirties, however, we must pause to catch up on what was happening
to the concept of assimilation. As the examples of Fairchild and Ross
attest, cultural anxieties on the part of old-line Americans caused them
to formulate the concept in a narrow and nativistic way even before the
outbreak of World War 1 intensified the atmosphere of social and cultural
crisis. The outburst of ethnic nationalism and the manifestations of im-
migrant loyalty to Old World homelands that marked the neutrality vears
(1914-17) convinced many more Americans that “hyphenation” was a
danger and lent greater urgency to programs of Americanization. But as
these efforts at forced assimilation took on a chauvinistic character that
bordered on the hysterical, a reaction against them set in. Not only were
liberal intellectuals put off by their hypernationalism; thoughtful ob-
servers also recognized that they were counterproductive—rather than
facilitating the integration of immigrants into American life, forced Amer-
icanization programs left them more alienated than ever. In these cir-
cumstances, a more liberal version of Americanization was set forth.

Its most impressive embodiment was the series of “Americanization
Studies” sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation and published by Harper
Brothers in the immediate postwar years.® According to this interpreta-
tion, Americanization did not mean forcing immigrants into a predeter-
mined “old American” mold. Rather, they were to be assisted toward full
partnership in the national life by means of “a mutual giving and taking
of contributions from both newer and older Americans in the interest of
the common weal.” Far from demanding the suppression of immigrant
languages and societies, the liberal Americanizers looked upon these
elements of the immigrants’ heritage as the vehicles that made it possible
for them to play a role in society. Though outwardly “foreign,” ethnic
newspapers and organizations brought them into contact with their new
homeland in countless ways and thus acted as agencies of Americani-
zation in spite of themselves. In time, the immigrants (or their children)
would be fully incorporated into the national life, which was, by defini-
tion, assimilation. The process was “as inevitable as it is desirable”—
inevitable because it was the natural outcome of ongoing social inter-
action; desirable because by its workings immigrants eventually became
full participants in a democratic social order.”
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This understanding of assimilation was quite in line with the most
authoritative sociological thinking of the day. The congruence was nat-
ural since Robert E. Park of the University of Chicago was a major
participant in the “Americanization Studies” project and the principal
author of the standard treatise on sociology in the period between the
two world wars. This was the famous Introduction to the Science of
Sociology (1921) by Park and E. W, Burgess that served as “the green
bible” for generations of graduate students as sociology came of age in
the American university.

Assimilation figured here as the culminating phase of “the four great
types of [social| interaction.” which were competition, conflict, accom-
modation, and assimilation. This sequence in slightly modified form was
soon christened “the race-relations cycle” and took on special importance
for students of intergroup relations in the United States. Park did not
restrict his focus to this country, however; rather, he regarded assimi-
lation as “central in the historical and cultural process”™ on the broadest
scale.” But while he and Burgess gave great prominence to assimilation,
their discussion left certain ambiguities as to the meaning of the concept.

They defined assimilation as “a process of interpenetration and fu-
sion 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
lite.” This definition, and the preponderance of the discussion in the
1921 volume, seemed to make assimilation primarily a psychological and
cultural process, a matter of the subjective consciousness of people who
come to think of themselves differently from the way they had before
the process began.” Yet the authors played down the degree to which
“like-mindedness” was required for assimilation, indicated that it might
leave fundamental cultural patterns or racial characteristics unchanged,
and talked in one place as though assimilation was more a matter of
interdependence in social relationships than of subjective disposition or
cultural orientation.'” This left the degree of cultural cohesion required
for assimilation quite indeterminate; yet being “incorporated in a com-
mon cultural life” was central to the definition.

Park continued to grapple with the problem, and by the time he
wrote the entry on “Assimilation, Social” for the Encyclopaedia of the
Social Sciences (1930) he had grown definitely skeptical about cultural
cohesion as a defining feature of assimilation. In fact, he began his “most
concentrated theoretical discussion of assimilation” by saying that it was
more a political than a cultural concept. It was simply the name of the
process by which people of diverse backgrounds who occupied a common
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territory “achieve|d| a cultural solidarity sufficient at least to sustain a
national existence.” Culturally speaking, the process was to be under-
stood in minimalist terms. “The common sense view of the matter,” Park
reported approvingly, “is that an immigrant is assimilated as soon as he
has shown that he can ‘get on in the country." " Indeed, he added, it was
questionable whether culture as anthropologists conceived it could be
said to exist at all in a complex modern society with its highly refined
division of labor, specialization of roles, and so on. In these circumstances,
assimilation did not mean close conformity to a definite cultural pattern
but merely the acceptance of “those ideas, practices and aspirations
which are national . . . the generally accepted social customs and political
ideas and loyalties of a community or country.”"

This loose and largely political interpretation of assimilation left
much room for diversity among the subgroups of a population all of whose
constituent elements accepted a minimum of general norms that enabled
them to get along together, to undertake essential collective tasks, and
to discuss their differences in a free and open manner. Indeed, this was
a version of assimilation that could be understood “pluralistically.”

More detailed research would be required to establish in detail just
how the concept of assimilation was used by social scientists and com-
mentators on intergroup relations in the 1930s, but it is safe to say that
it had become somewhat problematic.'” On the one hand, assimilation
was regarded in the abstract as a very significant process; it was also
believed to be proceeding inevitably in American society, and with gen-
erally beneficent results since it operated to reduce the likelihood of
intergroup conflicts and to facilitate the participation of minorities in
American society. At the same time, however, assimilation still carried
nativist overtones as a result of its association with chauvinistic hundred-
percent Americanism and the racial xenophobia of the early 1920s. Vir-
tually all informed commentators in the 1930s deprecated efforts at forced
Americanization, and increasing attention was being paid to the costs of
assimilation considered as a natural social process. The “marginal” sit-
uation of the second generation, for example, was thought to exact a
heavy psychological toll, and there were also more generalized murmurs
of regret at the decline of diversity in American culture.

Complicating the picture further was the enhanced cognitive au-
thority of the anthropological concept of culture, which was rapidly com-
ing to be regarded as “the foundation stone of the social sciences,”"* One
result of this development was that the term acculturation was often
used more or less interchangeably with assimilation; but it was not clear
whether the two terms meant precisely the same thing or, if not, wherein
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they ditfered. Park, as we have seen, was moving toward a differentiation
of assimilation from cultural incorporation, but the preponderance of
usage was in the other direction, and two of Park’s students later re-
marked that assimilation and acculturation illustrated the way in which
the terminologies of sociology and anthropology “half-blended in a grand
confusion.”

The growing prestige of the anthropological concept of culture had
two other notable effects: it discredited the idea that differences in group
ways of life were explainable in racial terms; and it inculcated the ethical
imperative of tolerance for diversity, which was assumed to follow as a
corollary from the empirical finding that cultural values and norms dif-
tered from group to group. The latter point was often spoken of as “cul-
tural relativism,” and it had a good deal more in common with cultural
pluralism than mere verbal similarity.'” But both developments, along
with the general influence of the anthropological outlook, were important
background factors in the reintroduction of the expression cultural plu-
ralism in the late 1930s and its popularization in the next decade. And
it acculturation stood in a somewhat ambiguous relation to assimilation,
the status of cultural pluralism was considerably more paradoxical, for
it was no longer posited as an alternative to assimilation; rather, it was
usually presented as an enlightened and liberal means of achieving the
goal of assimilation, a harmoniously united society.

The 1937 volume Our Racial and National Minorities, edited by
Francis J. Brown and Joseph S. Roucek, was the earliest major landmark
in the reintroduction of the term cultural pluralism. The evidence it
provides indicates clearly that Kallen was not the source from which the
new version stemmed, although he was the one who put the expression
into circulation in the first place. Part 4 of this compendium of specialized
studies by different authors was entitled “The Trend toward Cultural
Pluralism,” but not one of the contributors to this part referred to Kallen,
and his name was missing from the sixty-six-page bibliography of the
book. The chapters included in part 4 emphasized the positive contri-
butions to American life made by Indians, Negroes, and immigrants and
urged preservation of “the best that each group has brought.” But while
it was portrayed as desirable to preserve “the fundamentals of [group]
heritages . . . for generations,”™" the writer who discussed these matters
most explicitly denied flatly that cultural pluralism meant “the ultimate
preservation of different cultural streams in our civilization.” E. George
Payne, a prominent educational theorist at New York University, did not
regard such an eventuality as harmful; it was simply that inevitable
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acculturation ruled it out and pointed toward the emergence of “a new
and superior culture.” Cultural pluralism, Payne explained, “does not
imply that the special cultures will continue unchanged for all time. The
theory involves essentially a technique of social adjustment which will
make possible the preservation of the best of all cultures.™”

This version of cultural pluralism differed sharply from Kallen's orig-
inal formulation since he did assume that distinct ethnic cultures would
perdure indefinitely, not as contributors to a common American culture
but as equal participants in a federation of nationalities. Despite his use
of the same term, Payne’s cultural pluralism was actually a liberal vari-
ation of assimilation theory much like that of the post—World War I
Americanization Studies. As such it strongly resembled the approach
that many earlier commentators had associated with the melting pot,
although Kallen wrote his piece as a corrective to melting pot thinking,.

Brown and Roucek’s volume (of which two later editions were pub-
lished) opened the era in which cultural pluralism entered into general
usage and eventually became a conventional touchstone of liberal en-
lightenment among commentators on American society. The most thor-
ough investigation of the subject, done by James H. Powell, identifies
some sixty-four persons who wrote about cultural pluralism between
1940 and 1955." Powell distinguishes three versions of cultural pluralism
in that era: Kallen’s original federation-of-nationalities type; the liberal
Americanization version; and a third alternative that combined elements
of the other two in envisioning the retention of ethnic cultures as sup-
plements to, rather than as substitutes for, an overall American culture."
The third type, which was sometimes called “cultural democracy,” dif-
fered from the second only hazily in stressing diversity within unity as
a permanent rather than a temporary condition. Both of these versions
made explicit provision for assimilation while simultaneously calling for
toleration of diversity; the federation-of-nationalities type, however, was
strongly antiassimilationist. But according to Powell, no one who inter-
preted cultural pluralism in the federation-of-nationalities sense applied
the concept to American society; rather, it was used exclusively in ref-
erence to the “minorities problem” of Eastern Europe.” This is a most
important finding because it means that when cultural pluralism at-
tained popularity in commentary on the American scene, it designated
a variety (or two varieties) of assimilationist theory rather than consti-
tuting a significant alternative to assimilationism.

Even more striking is that by midcentury Horace Kallen himself had
abandoned the federation-ot-nationalities version of cultural pluralism.
Although he touched on related matters in the forties, Kallen’s first major
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statement on the subject in three decades was Cultural Pluralism and
the American Idea (1956), a volume consisting of three essays by Kallen
and responses to his ideas (overwhelmingly favorable) by nine other
scholars. He was still glowingly committed to cultural pluralism, but it
was a very different thing from what he had outlined in 1915 and 1924.
All hint of racialism was, of course, gone; and there was no suggestion
that immigrant nationalities would perpetuate themselves indefinitely.
Indeed, pluralism was no longer specifically related to ethnicity at all. It
embraced the “diverse utterance of diversities—regional, local, religious,
ethnic, esthetic, industrial, sporting, and political.™'

Kallen had also enlarged his terminology: besides cultural pluralism
he spoke now of “the philosophy of Cultural Pluralism” and of philo-
sophical pluralism more generally; of spontaneous pluralism, of fluid,
relational pluralism, of the actual pluralism of experience; and, with very
negative overtones, of absolutist pluralism and isolationist pluralism.*
The relationship between pluralism and Americanization had also
changed. In the twenties, Kallen attacked Americanization vehemently;
but now he spoke approvingly of an “Americanization, supporting, cul-
tivating a cultural pluralism, grounded on and consummated in the Amer-
ican Idea.”" American Idea was appropriately capitalized, since Kallen
regarded it with religious awe and declared that it represented “that
apprehension of human nature and human relations” to which all must
be converted if they were to live together peaceably.”' But despite ele-
vating Americanism into a civil religion, Kallen still thought he was
opposed to assimilation. When an admiring commentator hailed him for
discerning “that our country is a true melting-pot,” he indignantly di-
savowed all sympathy for the melting pot.”

As Kallen's performance suggests, the concept of cultural pluralism
had by the mid fifties become highly elusive and contradictory, not to
say hopelessly muddled. The most important factors in bringing this
situation about were the great revival of the democratic ideology in World
War Il, the postwar critique of conformity, and the popularization of
pluralism as an interpretation of American politics.

The war of course created an urgent need for national unity.” Since
assimilation is associated with unity. while pluralism implies differentia-
tion, one would naturally expect the war to generate a strong push for
assimilation. That did happen, although it seemed that just the opposite
was going on. What obscured matters was that the demand for unity
was usually couched in the language of pluralism and diversity instead
of being talked about in terms of assimilation or Americanization. The
explanation for this seemingly paradoxical state of affairs was that unity
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was sought on the common ground of ideological consensus, and the
principle of tolerance for diversity was heavily stressed as a key element
in the democratic ideology behind which all were supposed to rally in
the wartime crisis.

Unity was sought on the basis of ideological consensus because, as
Gunnar Myrdal insisted at the time, “this War is an ideological war fought
in defense of democracy.”™” It pitted the United States against totalitarian
regimes that denied the premise of human equality and perverted the
ideals of freedom and self-determination beyond recognition. Confronted
by the monstrous contrast of Nazism, it was quite understandable that
Americans were galvanized to a deeper appreciation of democracy and
that their leaders should reaffirm the nation’s collective commitment to
freedom, equality, and respect for human dignity. To be an American
was to identify oneself with these values. Race, religion, or ethnic back-
ground were secondary issues; true Americanism was defined by ideo-
logical commitment.

But if ideological consensus was to serve as an effective basis for
national unity, Americans would have to do more than profess democratic
principles—they would have to live up to them, which was something
they were notoriously not doing in the area of race relations. This was
the reason that tolerance for diversity came to be regarded as so vital an
element of the democratic creed. It was bad enough that racial prejudice
and discrimination were embarrassing inconsistencies that invited ex-
ploitation by enemy propagandists; even more distressing was that in-
tergroup hostilities weakened national unity and thus hampered the war
effort. The need for mutual tolerance and good will among all segments
of the population was recognized even before the United States became
involved in the fighting. But the outburst in 1943 of race riots in Detroit
and mob violence against Mexican-Americans in Los Angeles lent much
greater urgency to the task of reducing intergroup tensions. According
to one count, there were no fewer than 123 national organizations work-
ing for better intergroup relations by the end of the war.” This sort of
“action for unity,” as one study called it, carried over into the postwar
era. At the same time, programs of “intercultural education” were widely
adopted in the schools, and the study of race and minority problems
became major specialties among social scientists.”

Cultural pluralism and cultural democracy became part of the stan-
dard terminology of this broad movement to improve intergroup relations,
but its goals were social harmony and national unity, not heightened
consciousness of the differences among cultural groups in the population.
On the contrary, differences among population groups were precisely the
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problem, and the real message of many of the preachments about di-
versity was that fundamentally people were more alike than different and
that the failure to be guided by recognition of that fact was what con-
stituted prejudice.™

The word assimilation was not generally used in discussions of race
relations—no doubt because it was too closely associated with the sen-
sitive issue of intermarriage—but the goals of the struggle for civil rights
and integration were, as Lewis M. Killian puts it, “fundamentally and
unrelentingly assimilationist.™' In these circumstances, the original an-
tiassimilationist version of cultural pluralism, vaguely racial in its as-
sumptions and open to a segregationist interpretation, simply could not
be admitted.” But as it gained currency in the loose tolerance-for-diversity
sense, the concept of cultural pluralism became quite blurry and moved
in the direction of self-contradiction. Verbally it seemed to celebrate dif-
ferences between groups; actually it rested on the assumptions that basic
consensus made Americans one people in essentials, that the differences
between groups were relatively superficial, and that toleration of those
differences was required by the value system on which consensus was
grounded.

But while assimilationist assumptions and goals were thus funda-
mental to the campaign for better intergroup relations, those who were
committed to the good cause did not think of themselves as assimila-
tionists. On the contrary, the word assimilation had a disreputable air
about it. Those concerned with the most serious problem, race relations,
had good reason to avoid using the term. In the area where it had been
traditionally used—discussions of immigrant adjustment—the conven-
tional wisdom of the day held that assimilation had done its work, and
perhaps overdone it. Immigration had been virtually cut off for a gen-
eration, and it was widely held that the children and grandchildren of
the earlier immigrants were becoming completely Americanized. Hence
assimilation was no longer a problem: Americans could relax on that
score. And being able to relax, a good many felt embarrassed about the
extremes to which assimilationist efforts had sometimes been carried.
Awakening to the realization that our minorities were vanishing, social
commentators in the postwar years were clearly uncomfortable with the
concept of assimilation.” Cultural pluralism was much more attractive.
It took unity for granted—and why not, if assimilation was an accom-
plished fact?—and combined with it an appealing invocation of diversity.

Rising postwar concern over the evils of “mass society” highlighted
certain negative consequences of assimilation and, by doing so, rein-
forced the appeal of cultural pluralism.* The critics of mass society were,
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after all, champions of diversity; they bemoaned its decline and the con-
comitant homogenizing of society into a bland, standardized sameness.
Assimilation was clearly one of the main culprits here; it was hardly more
than another name for homogenization,

Even more troubling, however, was the linkage between immigrant
assimilation and a constellation of socio-psychological morbidities that
the critics discerned in mass society—alienation, anxiety, anomie, over-
conformity, ethnocentrism, and, most ominously, authoritarianism. It
was a commonplace in those days that immigrants and their children
were to some extent “marginalized” by the process of assimilation and
plunged as a result into a kind of “psychological civil war.” The bearing
of this phenomenon on the symptomology of mass society was not de-
veloped in a systematic way, but there is evidence that it was perceived
by observers at midcentury. Erik H. Erikson, for example, mentioned
immigration in connection with identity problems, and other influential
writers portrayed immigrants as archetypically American in their being
uprooted and cut off from the past.” Being rootless, ethnic Americans
were vulnerable to status anxieties; they might easily become ethnocen-
tric, and they were almost bound to be conformists. In short, they were
prime candidates for recruitment into irrational, authoritarian social
movements, and their support for McCarthyism was interpreted by sev-
eral commentators along the lines suggested by this sort of mass society
analysis.™

No one argued that immigrant assimilation was primarily responsible
for the evils of mass society. But given the linkages just outlined, it was
obviously part of the problem rather than being a solution to it. The
antidote for tendencies toward massification was diversity; hence plu-
ralism was bound to be stressed. And that is what happened: a group of
political analysts emerged in the 1950s who oftered “pluralism” as an
interpretation of the American system and as a preventive for the dangers
of extremism inherent in the politics of a mass society.” These writers
drew on an intellectual tradition different from that of students of inter-
group relations; they seldom, if ever, referred to cultural pluralism as
such, and the focus of their interest was different. Yet their approach
was compatible with the midcentury versions of cultural pluralism, and
since that had become extremely vague anyhow, the newer political
pluralism merged with the existing tradition of usage to make pluralism
more diffuse and generalized than ever.

Pluralism, in the new sense, designated a theory of interest group
politics. It portrayed the American system as an interplay between dif-
ferent groups—Ilabor unions, business associations, religious bodies,
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professional societies, and so on—which mobilized their resources to
influence political decision making by means of publicity, lobbying, and
other forms of pressure. Alliances were forged and dissolved according
to the changing needs of the groups involved. Political parties tunctioned
as coalitions of interest groups. Since they were naturally desirous of
attracting as much support as possible, parties inclined toward compre-
hensiveness; this made them reluctant to embrace rigid ideological po-
sitions or to identify themselves with extremist solutions to problems.
That interest groups (sometimes called “veto groups™) often nullified
each other also worked against domination of the system by extremist
elements. Moreover, the individual citizen belonged to a variety of dif-
ferent interest groups, and the “crosscutting pressures” set up by multiple
group loyalties likewise militated against all-out commitment to an over-
riding ideological goal.

According to the pluralists’ interpretation, the diffusion of power and
influence among a multitude of shifting groups thus forestalled many of
the dangers of a mass society in which atomized individuals were apt to
be swept up in irrational movements that promised a totally new order.
But their theorv also excluded totalitarian extremism by definition—that
is, they insisted that for pluralism to work, all the groups involved had
to exercise moderation, had to abide by the rules of the game. This meant,
in general, accepting the constitutional framework, following agreed-
upon democratic procedures, and being guided by the conventions of
civility and basic decency in the political struggle. Without this kind of
democratic consensus, pluralism would imply not an acceptable and
indeed healthy “limited warfare” but a brutal contest in which naked
force would quickly dominate political life and democratic government
would be impossible.*

Ethnic groups did not have a distinctive place in this theory, as they
had with respect to cultural pluralism. Yet it certainly covered the case
of ethnic groups along with all others that opted to participate in the
political process. And we have already seen that Horace Kallen had by
1956 vastly extended what he still called cultural pluralism to embrace
a whole range of diversities besides those of ethnic origin. These points
of contact make it understandable that the two versions of pluralism
blended together. Yet there was another similarity between them that is
even more significant from our perspective. Each was predicated on
consensus around the American value system despite seeming to place
a premium verbally on diversity.

The consequence of this double dose of pluralism, as we might call
it, was that Americans tended to mislead themselves as to how deeply
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they were committed to diversity. In discussions of the political system
and of the key social issue of intergroup relations, pluralism and diversity
were endlessly extolled. Indeed, pluralism was made virtually synony-
mous with the democratic social and political order.* This inevitably
gave rise to confusion as to the relation of cart and horse because it
obscured the point that pluralism and toleration for diversity did not
define democracy but were corollaries that flowed from the prior accep-
tance of democratic values as the basis of national unity. For, in spite of
all the celebration of diversity, it was not pluralism as such that consti-
tuted the American identity; rather, it was ideological consensus, a com-
mon commitment to the ideals of freedom, equality, and democratic self-
government.

All of this was clear enough in the realm of ideology as such. It was
notorious that “un-American” ideas, movements, and organizations were
beyond the pale of tolerable diversity. In the era of the Cold War there
was no question of applying to Communists the principle of pluralistic
acceptance: they were a part of a totalitarian movement that was excluded
by virtue of its self-definition and its intrinsic nature. But there was
another group, bitterly opposed to Communists but sometimes likened
to them anyhow, whose situation was more ambiguous—American Cath-
olics. As a religious minority they presumably belonged in the pluralistic
picture. But their Americanism seemed very questionable to some influ-
ential observers (including, incidentally, Horace Kallen).* The contro-
versies that arose between Catholics and elements of the Protestant,
Jewish, and liberal communities often featured charges of “divisiveness”
and are highly revealing of the complexities of pluralism and assimilation
in the 1950s. This whole area takes on added importance because cultural
pluralism seemed to be resolving itself into religious pluralism. We must
therefore look briefly into the relation of pluralism to American Cathol-
icism, despite the complications it entails.

The case for regarding Catholics as full partners in the pluralistic
experiment was strong. They had been in the land since early colonial
days; freedom of religion was a basic American postulate; religion itself
was a key element in the culture of many ethnic groups; and the Amer-
ican Catholic community was made up of a large number of ethnic
subgroups. Besides these important points, Catholics had often been
victims of nativist hostility, which gave added force to their claim for
tolerance as fully accredited actors on the pluralistic scene.

At the same time, the Americanism of Catholics seemed doubtful to
many, just as it had in the past. Uneasiness at midcentury revolved
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primarily around the church’s internal organization and discipline, which
was hierarchical and authoritarian; her teachings on the union of church
and state and various moral issues such as divorce and birth control,
which were conservative if not reactionary; and her doctrinal dogmatism
and generally absolutist intellectual stance.' In view of these charac-
teristics, many American liberals ( Protestant, Jewish, and secular) found
Catholic professions of commitment to American principles unconvinc-
ing. The Catholic church was too undemocratic to be trusted; according
to her severest critics, she was too close to being totalitarian to merit
unqualified admission to the theater of American pluralism.

These doubts were brought into focus in the late 1940s and early
1950s as sharp religious controversy broke out, pitting Catholics against
libertarians (religious and nonreligious), the latter being supported by
others who entertained a more generalized religious suspicion of Cath-
olics.™ A number of factors were involved, but the most important and
enduring source of friction centered on the question of public support
for religious education and particularly the use of public funds for Cath-
olic parochial schools. It was in this context that the issue of divisiveness
was raised.

The term had been used earlier, but it was given special prominence
when the president of Harvard University, James B. Conant, warned in
1952 against the dangers to democratic unity posed by a “dual system”
of public and private schools. Affirming his commitment to the “fun-
damental belief in tolerance for diversity so basic to our society,” and
denying that he advocated suppressing private schools, Conant never-
theless contended that the public schools should serve “all creeds and
economic groups within a given geographic area,” and he pointed out
that many foreign observers had commented on the function of public
schools in “assimilat{ing| so rapidly the different cultures which came
to North America in the nineteenth century.” Then Conant added two
sentences that attracted wide attention: “The greater the proportion of
our youth who fail to attend our public schools and who receive their
education elsewhere, the greater the threat to our democratic unity. To
use taxpayers' money to assist private schools is to suggest that American
society use its own hands to destroy itself.”"

Catholics naturally resented the implication of divisiveness; and they
made the point that it was the very existence of Catholic schools, not
just public support for them, that Conant branded as a threat to demo-
cratic unity."' From their viewpoint, the maintenance of a separate school
system reflecting their distinctive religious and moral values was a le-
gitimate expression of pluralism, thoroughly in line with American prin-
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ciples, and in no way a threat to democratic unity. On the contrary, they
interpreted the exclusive equation of democratic education with the pub-
lic schools as evidence of a “statist” or even totalitarian tendency in
American life. As one of the most respected Catholic spokesmen put it,
“the notion of ‘public education’ as meaning a unitary and monolithic
school system which singly and alone is entitled to public support has
rightly been called . . . ‘an aberration in the general picture of our society,
which is pluralistic.” ™

The pertinent question for us is not whose interpretation here was
correct; it is, rather, What distinguishes the “divisive” from the “plu-
ralistic”? The two terms are practically interchangeable in denotation,
for that which is divided has thereby been made plural, and if something
is pluralized it must necessarily have been somehow divided.

Perhaps there were attempts to draw analytical distinctions; if so,
they did not attract widespread notice, to say nothing of gaining general
acceptance. The real difference between divisiveness and pluralism as it
comes through in the literature is strictly connotative, rather than de-
notative; that is, divisiveness was an invidious term for forms of social
differentiation one disapproved of, while pluralism was a positive label
for differences one found acceptable or good. The tacit criterion for dis-
tinguishing good from bad forms of social differentiation was presumably
the democratic ideology or, more precisely, whether the difference in
question was or was not compatible with the democratic value system.
Catholics and their antagonists differed on this basic question. and that
was why institutions that were “pluralistic” to the former were “divisive”
to the latter. But the terminology in which the controversy was carried
on tended to conceal rather than clarify what was really at issue, namely,
differing interpretations of democracy and what it permitted or required
in the sphere of education. Discussions carried on in this fashion, as
John Courtney Murray once observed, seldom reached the arduously
attained level of clearcut disagreement. Instead they floundered in con-
fusion.™

On rare occasions pluralism as such was evaluated negatively in
connection with the Catholic threat. In June 1951 the Christian Century
ran a lengthy report on what was perceived as an effort to mobilize
Catholics in Buffalo into religiously segregated associations with the goal
in mind of “mak[ing] this a Roman Catholic city.” Accompanying this
alarmist account was an editorial headed “Pluralism—National Menace,”
which began by warning that Buffalo was not the only city “facing the
threat of a plural society based on religious differences.” The idea of a
plural society,” the editors continued, “is so new to Americans that many
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will not even understand the term.” They might have added that those
familiar with current thinking on cultural pluralism would have been
the most shocked of all, for what the Christian Century was talking
about differed radically from the benign versions of pluralism to be found
in the American literature. This species was described in unrelievedly
negative terms. It applied to a situation in which different elements
existed side by side in the same polity without mingling, each pursuing
its own group interests as far as it could. A pluralistic society of this sort
had no national will; anarchy, instability, or the domination of one ele-
ment by another was to be expected; and materialistic economic consid-
erations were exalted above all else because nothing of a more elevated
nature united the various groups of the society.””

This version of pluralism derived from the writings of ]. S. Furnivall,
the earliest of the “plural society” theorists. a group whose work did not
become generally known, even to American social scientists, until the
1960s. The work of these scholars dealt with colonial and newly postco-
lonial lands and was quite negative in assessing the social costs of internal
cleavages deriving from differences in race, language, religion, and so
on. It was a kind of nightmare vision of Kallen's original federation-of-
nationalities pluralism gone sour, and its application to the American
scene was anomalous in the extreme. What the episode indicates is the
degree to which growing Catholic strength and assertiveness disturbed
spokesmen for Protestantism. Confronting this kind of pluralism, the
editors of Christian Century felt no embarrassment in calling universal
public education “the sine qua non of a homogeneous society” and in
urging “straightforward, uncompromising resistance to any efforts by
any group to subvert the traditional American way of life.™"

Although the Christian Century's editorial attracted much attention
among observers of the religious scene, interreligious feeling mellowed
in the mid-fitties, and the fearsome variety of pluralism it presented left
no trace on subsequent usage. In January 1958, School and Society even
ran an article entitled “Subsidized Pluralism,” which argued that the
time had come to provide public funding for private schools that were
set up to meet special group needs not adequately provided for by the
public schools. The author, Robert F. Creegan, was affiliated with a state
teachers college in New York; he regarded pluralism as “a philosophy of
freedom” that merited public support, and he felt that a way could be
found to provide it without contravening constitutional prohibitions in
respect to church/state and desegregation.™

This proposal caught the attention of Joshua A. Fishman, then at
the University of Pennsylvania, who arranged a symposium on the topic
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at the 1958 meeting of the American Psychological Association.™ The
preponderance of opinion there was unsympathetic. Marshall Sklare of
the American Jewish Committee seemed bemused that the topic was
being discussed at all, and he suggested that it might be more timely to
think about moderating pluralism rather than strengthening it. Subsi-
dized pluralism would deepen “divisiveness™ and would cause concern
among Jews because “greater support for parochialism” might increase
the dangers of authoritarianism and anti-Semitism.”" Other black and
Jewish participants were firmly opposed to the idea, alluding to the evils
of segregation, apartheid, and “cultural parallelism.” It was even sug-
gested that by expanding the welfare state, Creegan’s proposal would
reinforce tendencies toward totalitarianism and thus imperil genuine
diversity and freedom.* Only Charles Donahue, a Catholic professor from
Fordham University, argued that the proposal was justifiable in terms
of the nation’s tradition of religious pluralism.™

In reviewing the discussion, Fishman brought out several points
highly relevant to the relation of pluralism and assimilation. Despite
verbal adherence to cultural pluralism, he observed, Americans were not
really in agreement about what groupings in society were viable candi-
dates for permanent survival and merited public support along the lines
visualized by Creegan’s proposal. Racial and religious groupings seemed
permanent but were ineligible for public support on account of consti-
tutional prohibitions; immigrant ethnic groups were eligible, in Fish-
man’s view, but assimilation worked against the likelihood of their sur-
vival, and they were “not popularly defined (or even self-defined) as
meriting permanent existence in American society.” The latter groups
were thus too far gone along the road to assimilation to make group
maintenance feasible; and, leaving the constitutional issue aside, Amer-
icans did not want to encourage religious diversity because it might cut
too deeply, upsetting the existing modus vivendi. For although they had
learned to live with diversity, Americans were not really committed to
promoting it. “The kind of diversity we have come to respect,” Fishman
wrote, “ . . . [and] to proclaim via brotherhood weeks, interrelations com-
mittees, assembly programs for school children, and hollywoodized fic-
tion is a respectable, westernized, protestantized diversity—a diversity
of agreeable sorts and proportions. Above all, it is a participationist di-
versity and not a separatist diversity.”™’

The tone of Fishman’s analysis left some doubt as to whether he
approved or disapproved of the national taste in diversity, but he had put
his finger on the underlying paradox of pluralist thinking in the 1950s,
that is, its assimilationist substructure. Almost equally striking is the
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aptness of the labels participationist and separatist for designating the
divergence that developed among American Catholics themselves in ref-
erence to pluralism.

Catholics were virtually at one in regarding religious differences as
the key difterentiating elements in a pluralistic society. By religious dif-
ferences they understood “divergent and incompatible views” with re-
spect to basic questions such as the existence and nature of God, the
ontological order of reality, the nature and destiny of man, and the sources
of moral obligation. Because it involved differences so fundamental, plu-
ralism necessarily implied “disagreement and dissension within the com-
munity”; but it also implied “a community within which there must be
agreement and consensus.” This, as Murray observed laconically, con-
stituted “no small political problem,” for some way had to be found
whereby all religious groups could participate in the oneness of the com-
munity, despite their dissensions; yet the common principles of partic-
ipation could not be such as to interfere with the maintenance by each
group of its distinctive religious identity.”

With this formulation of the pluralistic problem nearly all Catholics
would have agreed. Where they differed among themselves was in their
assessment of the relative importance of these dialectical contraries and
in the inferences they drew as to policies to be followed in the practical
order.” The traditional and still predominant approach in the 1950s can
be called “separatist” in that it gave priority to preserving the religious
identity of Catholics by means of Catholic schools and other religiously
based associations that performed a boundary-maintaining function.
Such an approach was, in the minds of its supporters, required by the
facts of the pluralistic situation and justified by American pluralistic
principles.

The contrasting “participationist” interpretation of pluralism rose to
prominence in the 1950s when it won the support of the liberal Catholic
intelligentsia, whose principal organ was the weekly journal Common-
weal. The great concern of these Commonweal Catholics, as they were
sometimes called, was to bring the church out of its “Catholic ghetto”
and into the “mainstream” of American life. From their standpoint, sep-
aratism was precisely what was wrong with American Catholicism; they
were therefore highly critical of “ghetto organizations” that sealed Cath-
olics off from interaction with their fellow citizens of other (or no) re-
ligious background. According to their understanding, American society
was pluralistic because it consisted of persons and groups of diverse origin
and character, all of whom worked together in the common enterprise
of national life. The appropriate response to this situation was for Cath-
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olics, as individuals, to involve themselves in “pluralistic” activities, that
is, organizations, causes, and movements in which Catholics took their
places alongside Protestants, Jews, and secular liberals in working for
goals that would advance the common good of society.

The assimilationist tendency of this approach is obvious. It was fur-
ther reflected in the sympathetic interest shown by Catholic liberals of
the fifties in the historical tradition of ecclesiastical “Americanism,”
which was recovered by a great outpouring of scholarship in the postwar
era. But the term assimilation was never used in reference to the par-
ticipationist strategy—at least not with positive connotations. Rather, it
was simply called “pluralism.”

American Catholics thus collectively espoused two sharply contrast-
ing versions of pluralism—one that justified the self-segregation of Cath-
olics in denominationally based social and cultural associations and an-
other that justified the mixing together of Catholics and non-Catholics
in every sort of social context except those relating directly to worship.
This naturally gave rise to confusion. And as pluralism came to be closely
identified with democracy in general American usage, Catholic confusion
took on a more impassioned polemical quality because spokesmen for
both versions interpreted pluralism as a normative concept, one that
should guide behavior. In other words, the separatist and the partici-
pationist versions—each simply described as “pluralistic”—were offered
as the democratic prescription for how Catholics should respond to the
conditions of American life. It was difficult at best for Catholics to decide
how they should respond to American life; by using the same equivocal
term to designate opposite strategies, they made it an almost insoluble
problem.

As Catholics thrashed about in this semantic muddle, their situation
vis-a-vis pluralism was becoming a matter of more general theoretical
interest. Will Herberg’s Protestant-Catholic-Jew (1955) was the first
major landmark in this development. Glazer and Moynihan's Beyond the
Melting Pot (1963) and Milton Gordon’s Assimilation in American Life
(1964) continued to emphasize the importance of religion as a key ele-
ment in pluralism, but the appearance of these books presaged an era
in which race and ethnicity came to dominate the consciousness of those
who talked and wrote about pluralism.

Herberg's brilliantly provocative analysis of the postwar “revival of
religion” gave the factor of religion unprecedented salience as the key
element in American cultural diversity. Yet if Herberg articulated a new
form of pluralism, as Powell maintains, he did so largely in the process
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of tracing the workings of assimilation, and the moral he drew from his
investigation was that religion itself was in danger of being assimilated
to the “American Way of Life.”” He was a determined religious pluralist
in resisting such an eventuality, but he clearly regarded assimilationist
forces as much stronger in American society than those tending to pre-
serve cultural or religious diversity.

Assimilation figured in Herberg's argument in at least three ways,
which are distinguishable but closely related. The problem he set out to
explain was how it could be that American society was experiencing a
great revival of religion, while in every other respect it seemed to be
growing more secularized than ever. To solve this paradox he turned to
the social psychology of an immigrant-derived people. The religious re-
vival, he suggested, was their response to the psychic malaise induced
by contemporary mass society. People felt rootless and alone in mass
society; religion gave them a sense of where they belonged by providing
a link of continuity with the past and a meaningful location in the world
of the present. Religion was the only viable linkage with the past because
assimilation had eroded all the other elements of immigrant culture. In
identifying themselves with organized Protestantism, Catholicism, and
Judaism, persons of immigrant background were therefore giving expres-
sion to their residual ethnic loyalties and at the same time protecting
themselves from anomie, alienation, and the other ills of mass society.™

Its role in leaching away the nonreligious elements of immigrant
heritages (language, societies, etc.) is the first way in which assimilation
figures in Herberg’s analysis. The second relates to the Americanization
of immigrant religious heritages, tor, while they survived, they did not
survive unchanged by assimilation. Herberg devotes separate chapters
to the history of Protestantism, Catholicism, and Judaism showing how
each tradition was modified in interaction with New World circum-
stances, the last two being most clearly Americanized as they moved
toward equal standing as “the three great faiths of democracy.”™

The mention of democracy brings us to the third dimension of as-
similation in Herberg's interpretation. and the only one toward which he
adopted a definitely critical stance. The democratic ideology, or what he
called the “American Way of Life,” was, in Herberg's judgment, the real
religion of Americans, and he thought they prized traditional organized
religion because it was functionally useful in buttressing the national
ideology. Protestantism, Catholicism, and Judaism, in other words, en-
joyed public approbation because they provided three equally acceptable
ways for the individual to manifest his or her commitment to the “spiritual
values” underlying the “American Way of Life.” not because they were
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looked upon as embodiments of autonomous religious truth. Herberg had
great admiration for democracy as a socio-political ideology, but he res-
olutely opposed the tendency to erect it into a civil religion. His conviction
that such a tendency existed and that it threatened to denature the true
religious quality of the “three great faiths of democracy” is a measure of
the degree to which he believed assimilation was carrying everything
before it.”

Herberg’s analysis of religious pluralism thus testified to the per-
vasive influence of assimilation. In the racial sphere, the assimilationist-
oriented drive for integration and civil rights assumed new importance
after the mid-fifties and soon demanded equal time with religion from
those who discussed the sources of diversity in American life. In 1963
Glazer and Moynihan's Beyond the Melting Pot brought the convergence
of these elements into full articulation by proposing that religion and
race were the two most important organizing principles in American
society. In the nation’s great cities, they said, “four major groups emerge:
Catholics, Jews, white Protestants, and Negroes, each making up the
city in different proportions.” Looking into the future, they ventured the
prediction that religion and race would “define the next stage in the
evolution of the American peoples.™

This forecast was based on a study of New York City which had
shown that group identity among Negroes, Puerto Ricans, Jews, Italians,
and Irish was a powerful force in shaping the social and political life of
the metropolis. Only the racial half of the prediction was borne out by
events, but the book has been so closely linked to the great upsurge of
racial and ethnic consciousness that followed its publication that the
reader today is startled by the importance attached by the authors to
religion. The same linkage with the new ethnicity has probably misled
those only casually acquainted with the book into thinking that it provides
an unqualified confirmation of the cultural pluralist interpretation of
American society. The position taken by the authors is considerably more
complex, although it is pluralist in a general sense.

Glazer and Moynihan invited an oversimplified reading by the title
they chose and by the statement, made twice, that “the point about the
melting pot is that it did not happen.™ For, despite this seemingly cat-
egorical assertion, they did not deny the reality of assimilation. On the
contrary, they regarded assimilation as a powerful solvent that washed
out immigrant languages, customs, and “the specifically national aspect”
of ethnic cultures in two or three generations. For that reason they looked
upon “the dream of ‘cultural pluralism’ ™ as no more realistic than “the
hope of a ‘melting pot.” ™* Glazer and Moynihan might therefore have
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said with equal justice that cultural pluralism “did not happen” either;
what their analysis actually suggested was that the processes designated
by both terms had really taken place, although neither had worked out
as people seemed to expect. The melting pot did change immigrants and
their descendants quite profoundly; vet ethnicity persisted in American
society despite the transformation wrought by assimilation. Pluralism did
exist and was based on ethnicity; but ethnicity itselt had been reshaped
by the assimilative forces of American society and no longer constituted
itself clearly around identifiable cultural traits or foreign nationality. Thus
the ethnic group was “not a survival from the age of mass immigration
but a new social form” produced by the interaction of group heritage and
American conditions."’

This subtle analysis underscored the dialectical relationship of as-
similation and pluralism, but it was usually portrayed by later spokesmen
for the new ethnicity as having completely discredited the “fearful and
contempuous” theory of melting pot assimilation.”” Something of the
same sort happened to Milton Gordon's Assimilation in American Life,
which appeared the year after Glazer and Moynihan's book and presented
an interpretation congruent with theirs in certain respects.

Gordon's work was the most ambitious theoretical study till then
undertaken of the role played in American society by ethnicity, assimi-
lation, and pluralism, and any attempt to capture its main points in a
few words runs the risk of distortion. Nevertheless, we must confine
ourselves to three aspects of the book: the salience it accords to race and
religion; the treatment of assimilation and pluralism as such; and the
nature of its contribution to later thinking about these matters. The first
point will not detain us long, but it is important to note that, like Glazer
and Moynihan, Gordon treated religion and race as the main sources of
diversity in American life. He also referred to Protestant-Catholic-Jew,
and in one place made use of Herberg's image of multiple melting pots,
the most important of which had religious or racial labels. And a long
chapter entitled “The Subsociety and the Subculture in America” is di-
vided into subsections devoted to Negroes, Jews, Catholics, white Prot-
estants, and intellectuals (whom Gordon considered a kind of incipient
ethnic group)."™”

Gordon began his treatment of assimilation proper with an inform-
ative review of the way social scientists had defined it and related con-
cepts such as acculturation and amalgamation. On the basis of this review
and his earlier discussion of social structure and culture, he then elab-
orated a seven-stage model of the assimilation process."” The crucial
distinction was between the first stage, “cultural or behavioral assimi-



PLURALISM AND ASSIMILATION 73

lation,” and the second, “structural assimilation.” The former, which
Gordon equated with acculturation, referred to the adoption by those
undergoing assimilation of the cultural patterns of the host society. He
left the meaning of cultural patterns vague, but in general cultural
assimilation meant adopting the English language and conforming to
other visible, external features of American culture. Structural assimi-
lation, on the other hand, meant large-scale entry into the “cliques, clubs,
and institutions of [the| host society” on the level of primary-group re-
lationships. In other words, structural assimilation was not a matter of
how one acted but of who one interacted with.

The remaining stages involved in the process Gordon listed as fol-
lows: marital assimilation, marked by large-scale intermarriage; identi-
ficational assimilation, marked by the development of a sense of people-
hood based exclusively on the host society; attitude receptional
assimilation, which referred to the absence of prejudice against the group
being assimilated; behavior receptional assimilation, referring to the ab-
sence of discrimination against those being assimilated; and civic assim-
ilation, meaning that there were no political differences concerning issues
of power and values between the group being assimilated and the host
society.

Gordon referred variously to this scheme as an ideal type, an ana-
lytical model, and an array of assimilation variables," but the reader could
hardly be blamed for assuming that it was being presented as a descrip-
tion of social reality. For by applying the model to American society,
Gordon was able to elicit facts that led him to conclude that cultural
assimilation was the first to take place, but its taking place did not nec-
essarily mean that structural assimilation would follow. These conclu-
sions were said to be borne out by the history of immigration, from which
one would infer that social reality did conform to the model.”” Moreover,
the variables were interrelated causally from structural assimilation on
down. For although cultural assimilation did not necessarily bring struc-
tural assimilation in its wake (and had not done so historically, according
to Gordon), structural assimilation was indissolubly linked to marital
assimilation, which led in turn to identificational assimilation, and so on
down the line, “like a row of tenpins bowled over in rapid succession by
a well placed strike.” This insight led to a formulation that sounded as
much like a fact of nature as an analytical relationship: “Structural as-
similation, then, rather than acculturation, is seen to be the keystone of
the arch of assimilation.”™

By analogy to the distinction between cultural and structural assim-
ilation, Gordon also distinguished between cultural and structural plu-
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ralism. Cultural pluralism was the appropriate term to use before cultural
assimilation took place, when the intergroup situation was characterized
by diversity of languages, customs, and other visible manifestations of
cultural differences. Structural pluralism, however, was the proper des-
ignation after the various groups involved had undergone acculturation
but were not vet structurally assimilated. Readers who followed all this
could hardly have been surprised by Gordon's assertion that structural
pluralism was “the major key to the understanding of the ethnic makeup
of American society.” And they certainly would have been justified in
assuming Gordon was making a statement about social reality when he
said that structural pluralism was “a more accurate term for the Amer-
ican situation . .. than cultural pluralism, although some of the latter
also remains.”™'

Whatever he may have intended, and despite language suggesting
here and there that his conceptual scheme was a purely theoretical con-
struct not meant to be taken as a description of social reality, Gordon's
analysis implied that such assimilation as had actually taken place was
shallow and superficial—being largely confined to the first of seven pos-
sible stages—and that pluralism was a much deeper and more mean-
ingful reality in American society than assimilation. This brings us to
the influence the book had on subsequent thinking about pluralism and
ethnicity. I have not systematically surveyed the literature with that
question in mind, but, as one professionally interested in ethnicity during
the entire period since the book was published, my impression is that
Gordon's work was, like Glazer and Moynihan's, generally regarded as
having discredited the “assimilationist myth.” His distinction between
cultural and structural pluralism, although noted by serious students of
ethnicity, had no impact on popular usage, an area where the ethnic
revival was soon to make “cultural pluralism™ more of a shibboleth than
ever. By oftering scholarly confirmation of the persistence of some sort
of pluralism based on ethnicity, Gordon’s work doubtless reinforced this
outcome, despite its argument that cultural pluralism was passing from
the scene as a result of cultural assimilation.

Writing in 1972, Micahel Passi touched on this matter in professing
puzzlement at what he deemed Gordon's inconsistency. He could not
understand how Gordon could perceive the reality of pluralism as fully
as he did and still maintain that cultural assimilation had actually taken
place on a large scale. In Passi's view, cultural pluralism was as much
a continuing fact as structural pluralism, and he interpreted Gordon's
obtuseness on this point as evidence of the “transitional nature” of his
book.™ Passi wrote as an advocate of the new ethnicity, and he was
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certainly correct that thinking on pluralism and assimilation had changed
drastically in the years since Gordon’s book had appeared.

The transition toward which Beyond the Melting Pot and Assimi-
lation in American Life pointed was the great upsurge of ethnic feeling
that arose as an aspect of the radical social and cultural changes of the
late 1960s. These developments are too complex to enter into; and what
was variously called the ethnic revival, the new ethnicity, or the new
pluralism produced a literature too extensive to review.™ All we can do
here is highlight a few of the issues most directly related to assimilation-
pluralism polarity.

The assertion of ethnic claims in many parts of the world suggests
the inadequacy of a strictly national explanation, but in this country the
most important single factor in the ethnic revival was the new spirit of
group-centered militance shown by American blacks. The mid-sixties
shift from the assimilationist-oriented drive for integration and civil rights
to a more aggressively particularistic emphasis on black power, black
pride, and black culture legitimized ethnicity—a word that came into
widespread use only in the late 1960s as the designation for the kind of
“we-group” feeling that would have been branded in the 1940s or 1950s
as ethnocentrism. After it was legitimized by blacks, ethnicity was quickly
taken up by other groups in American society.

The rapid emergence of red power, brown power, and white ethnic
movements underscores another important point about the assertion of
ethnicity, namely that it served group interests. Ethnicity became a
means for mobilizing group energies to enforce group demands, and it
was generally associated with a claim on public authorities for the redress
of wrongs or some other kind of action designed to benefit the group in
question. Glazer and Moynihan pointed out in 1963 that ethnic groups
were also interest groups, and as national policy moved toward affirmative
action, the significance of the group interest dimension of ethnicity stood
forth more clearly than ever. Students of the “plural society” type of
pluralism, whose work was becoming more widely known in the 1970s,
also stressed the group interest angle, some even portraying it as the
basic element in the whole phenomenon of ethnicity and pluralism.™

The persistence of ethnicity (as qualified by Glazer and Moynihan
and Gordon), the influence of the black example, and the group interest
angle all figure as positive factors in the enhanced salience of pluralism
that marked the revival of ethnicity. But there was an equally important
negative factor: the discrediting of assimilation that was an inevitable
by-product of the revulsion from traditional Americanism brought on by
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the racial upheaval and the Vietnam War. The crisis engendered by these
and related developments (e.g., urban riots and campus disruptions)
severely shook the confidence of Americans in their national values and
institutions. Few, it is true, accepted the extreme view that “AmeriKKKa”
was fundamentally vicious and oppressive, but the damage to collective
self-esteem was sufficient to discredit assimilation because assimilation
means identification with national values, ideals, and institutions.”™ In
the distemper of the sixties, “Americanization” became a term of abuse,
and the melting pot was held up to scorn as a hateful symbol for a
contemptible goal, which had. however, not been realized because of the
enduring ethnicity of our pluralistic population.

The new ethnicity thus accentuated the ostensible contrast between
pluralism and assimilation; and by associating the former with admirable
social goals and the latter with disreputable goals it made the terminology
more value laden and rigidly judgmental. This aggravated the semantic
obscurities of the past and generated some new ones as pluralism was
ritualistically invoked in the support of the most diverse positions. Critics
of the new ethnicity soon appeared, and the picture grew more compli-
cated in the mid-1970s.”™ From the vantage point of the early 1980s, the
most significant development appears to be the emergence of a radically
“separatist” interpretation of pluralism, which is associated with a revival
of racialist thinking, and which is likely to arouse a reaffirmation of
assimilation as a respectable social policy.

In the early stages of the ethnic revival, most people seemed to have
a participationist version of pluralism in mind when they used the term.
Participationist here means the kind of pluralism that embodies a
healthy chunk of assimilation without labeling it as such. It envisages
loosely defined groups interacting on a basis of consensus about basic
social values, showing mutual respect and tolerance, each conceding the
right of others to be difterent, but none in fact differing significantly
enough to constitute a “divisive” element in the overall harmony of so-
ciety. This was the kind of pluralism promoted by the American Jewish
Committee, the most influential single force in the white ethnic move-
ment. Its National Project on Ethnic America was intended to ease the
confrontation between blacks and working-class whites and thereby to
“help polarization dissolve into pluralism.” The leaders of this “depo-
larization project” were alert to the dangers of ethnocentrism and de-
structive separatism and sensitive to the “difficulty of going beyond frag-
mentation toward a genuine pluralism.” The same notes are sounded
repeatedly in the hearings on a 1970 bill to establish “ethnic heritage
studies centers.” The sponsor, Congressman Roman C. Pucinski of 1l-
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linois, disavowed any intention of promoting separatist ethnic conscious-
ness. “The main thrust of this legislation,” he declared, “is to try to
eliminate the differences |between people| by letting people know about
each other and recognizing their differences.”™ A book review in a Sun-
day newspaper supplement suggests the bland and innocuous manner
in which this participationist version of pluralism came across to the
general reading public: “Cultural pluralism means that each culture
within a country will have its respected place. and every individual will
be free to choose the elements he may find attractive in another life
style,”

Pluralism meant more than that to many spokesmen for ethnic
groups, and the rise of black nationalism in the late sixties legitimized
demands for “militant pluralism” all along the line. This term was used
by Nathan Hare, the embattled organizer of a black studies program at
San Francisco State University, who defined it as “the right [of a group]
to exist as an equal, akin to parity, as a distinct category.” Paralleling the
rhetoric of black separatism, if not directly inspired by it, was the call
for “community control” of institutions, such as schools, which served a
black clientele.”” Chicano separatists envisaged a “Plan of Aztlan”
whereby all the territories ceded by Mexico to the United States in 1848
would be restored to Chicano control.* Separatism and tribal autonomy
had always figured prominently in the relationship of American Indians
to the national society, and as the new ethnicity gathered momentum,
Vine Deloria proposed that tribalism be applied across the board to guar-
antee “the basic sovereignty of the minority group,” strengthen its bar-
gaining position, and guard against the dangers of “co-optation.” The
contrast between this approach and the participationist vision of individ-
uals freely choosing elements of other life styles was brought out starkly
in Deloria’s comment that, in the arrangement he urged, everyone would
have his or her special enclave, and “alienation would be confined to
those times that people stray from their own neighborhood into the world
of other peoples.™

Ethnic activists pioneered in separatist pluralism, but it eventually
affected academic studies too. Among scholars, the tendency toward a
more militant pluralism first took the form of increasingly strident re-
jection of “assimilationist values, with their connotations of elitism and
a monocultural society” and an insistence on the perduring quality of
ethnicity.*” These were the main themes of Michael Passi’'s historical
critique of academic studies of ethnicity, and the cultural pluralists were
his heroes. However, James Powell's dissertation, written in the same
year (1971), showed that most advocates of cultural pluralism had really
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been liberal assimilationists or, at best, advocates of unity-cum-diversity.
Powell reported this finding with detachment; by the late 1970s others
were reacting more indignantly. Nicholas Montalto, for example, branded
the cultural pluralism of many involved in the intercultural education
movement of the 1940s as “almost hypocritical; theirs was a “pluralism
of deception.” Another historian charged that those seeking reform in
Indian educational policy in the 1930s were not real cultural pluralists
because they did not believe “in the indefinite preservation of cultural
qualities requiring political self-determination or permanent self-sepa-
ration.” Their thinking was “flawed or insidious,” and the cultural de-
mocracy they offered was merely a “softer version” of “crass assimila-
tionism. ™'

Writers of this persuasion tend to be highly critical of the liberal
democratic assumptions of the earlier cultural pluralists. In this respect
their outlook reflects the alienation from national values and institutions
that pervaded social commentary in the late sixties and early seventies.
Nicholas Montalto brings out the connection in a frank avowal of the
“biases which may have shaped his perceptions” of the issues involved
in intercultural education and pluralism. “I believe that the disorders of
our society, the spiritual unrest, the materialism that provides the only
confirmation of self-worth, the loss of creativity and freedom, are con-
sequences of an out-moded social system, which attempted to suppress
those centers of valuation and opinion in conflict with the ‘core culture.’
In its uncorrupted form,” he continues (without elaborating on corrupted
forms), “the revival of ethnic consciousness is but one aspect of a larger
movement for social change, a movement to protect the environment, to
adapt technology to human needs, to find satisfaction in work, to regain
power over our lives, to eliminate racism, and to reorder relations among
the nations.

Montalto included the elimination of racism among the goals asso-
ciated with the ethnic revival, but the new pluralism has in fact been
accompanied by a strong resurgence of racial thinking. Racial thinking
as used here does not mean holding that one race is inherently superior
or inferior to another. It refers rather to the outlook that regards race as
a valid social category, that accepts the classification of individuals into
racial categories on the basis of ancestry or the “rule of descent,” and
that justifies differential treatment of individuals according to their racial
classifications. The development of this sort of racialism has been closely
linked to affirmative action and other forms of “benign quotas” that are
predicated on the assumptions spelled out above.™ It is thus to be under-
stood primarily as the unanticipated by-product of policies intended to

MG
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overcome the effects of America’s historic racism. But there were also
more positive factors in the development of racial thinking. One was the
heavy emphasis by black nationalists and their counterparts in other
groups on the distinctive racial qualities, “soul,” or consciousness of la
raza, that marks the group in question. Another was the insistence of
the new pluralists that ethnicity is a “primordial” quality that deserves
more adequate recognition in the institutional arrangements of society.*’
In thus harking back to something like Kallen's original federation-of-
nationalities pluralism, the new pluralists found themselves being led
almost irresistably to the vaguely racialist interpretation of ethnicity that
Kallen himself entertained in the teens and early twenties.

In view of the extent to which racialist assumptions have been tacitly
accepted in practice, it is not surprising that one can now discern the
beginnings of a new theoretical interest in the subject which treats se-
riously the possibility that genetically determined factors in social life are
real and demand scientific attention. Pierre L. van den Berghe's Ethnic
Phenomenon (1981) is the most explicit manifestation of this tendency
and the most fully elaborated. Van den Berghe grounds his interpretation
in socio-biological theory, arguing that “ethnic and racial sentiments are
[an] extension of kinship sentiments. Ethnocentrism and racism are thus
extended forms of nepotism—the [genetically based| propensity to favor
kin over nonkin.” From this it follows that “ethnocentrism and racism,
too, are deeply rooted in our biology and can be expected to persist even
in industrial societies, whether capitalist or socialist.” Van den Berghe
is well aware that this view is flagrantly at odds with both liberal and
radical ideologies, and well as with the scholarly consensus on race that
has prevailed for a half-century, and he is at pains to make clear that he
does not approve of ethnocentrism and racism. His position, rather, is
that to be able to deal with these unattractive aspects of our nature, we
must understand how deeply they are embedded in our evolutionary
history.™

Van den Berghe is “adamantly universalist™ in ideological orientation
and has written critically of the American revival of ethnicity,* but an-
other writer sympathetic to the new ethnicity hints at a somewhat similar
biologically linked racialism. This is Fred Wacker, who seems to regard
the abandonment of Larmarckian racialism not as a clear scientific ad-
vance but as a problem requiring explanation. He interprets the shift
away from Lamarckianism (by which is meant the belief that the cultural
traits of a people are transmitted by hereditary mechanisms) as resulting
from two kinds of factor: ideological considerations, such as a commit-
ment to democratic reform and the elimination of prejudice; and changes
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in scientific assumptions, specifically “a movement toward a stronger
and more dogmatic environmentalism.” Wacker takes explicit note of
Kallen’s racialism but does not treat it as a scientific error or a faulty
basis on which to erect a theory of cultural pluralism. He is, however,
sufficiently embarrassed by Kallen’s sharing the same assumptions as
the nativist racists of the day to add: “One can argue . . . that it makes
an important and even vital difference whether a person looks at racial
or group stereotypes as positive heritages or marks of backwardness.™

Wacker's writings illustrate how the logic of the new ethnicity leads
its proponents toward a scientific rehabilitation of racialism. But they are
not the only ones tending that way. Certain critics of “the myth of eth-
nicity” start from the other side of the street, so to speak, but they con-
tribute to the same result by drawing so sharp a distinction between race
and other heritage-related social groupings as to make the conclusion
inevitable that only race is real and deserving of recognition. They some-
times, but not invariably, add the allegation that the revival of ethnicity
is merely a cover for white racist backlash against affirmative action.”

A recent and authoritative example of this general line of interpre-
tation is provided by M. G. Smith, a West Indian scholar prominent in
the study of plural societies. Although he does not accuse the editors of
the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups of being motivated
by backlash, he regards their having subsumed race under the more
general heading of ethnicity as a “monumental confusion” that vitiates
the conceptual foundation of their whole undertaking. According to
Smith, race is a reality in nature; it has social consequences; and to
disregard these facts, no matter how high-minded the reasons, makes it
impossible to understand “those fundamental ditferences within America
between its major racial stocks on the one hand and the multitude of
ethnic groups on the other which have exercised and continue to exercise
such profound influences on the development and structure of the society
from its earliest beginnings.”™

As a result of the practical and theoretical revival of racialism—in
addition to the affirmation of “unmeltable” ethnicity and the discrediting
of traditional Americanism—a drastically “separatist” variety of pluralism
has developed in the past ten years or so. It resembles Kallen’s 1915
version of cultural pluralism but differs fundamentally from the cultural
pluralism that has predominated since the late 1930s and that Kallen
himself championed in the 1950s. Not everyone who speaks of pluralism
today has this militantly separatist variety in mind, for the term is still
used in a participationist sense and invoked to celebrate the blandest sort
of diversity. This circumstance, coupled with the vagueness that has
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always surrounded the expression and its use for so long without ac-
knowledgement of the assimilationist substructure it tacitly embodied,
tended to mask what was happening for some time. But the recognition
that something significant was afoot has gradually dawned, and in 1981
Milton Gordon illuminated the topic brilliantly in an important article
entitled “Models of Pluralism: The New American Dilemma.™'

As the subtitle indicates, Gordon believes the nation now confronts
a situation comparable in importance to that addressed in Gunnar Myr-
dal's classic work, An American Dilemma (1944). For Myrdal, the di-
lemma had to do with the unwillingness of Americans to live up to the
requirements of the democratic ideology in their actual treatment of
blacks. He did not regard the ideology itself as problematic; nor did he
find it difficult to specify what “the American Creed,” as he called it,
actually required in the way of equal treatment of blacks. Today, however,
it is precisely these matters that have become problematic: the liberal
democratic consensus has been challenged, and Americans disagree
among themselves about what would constitute equal treatment and how
it should be realized.

The traditional position Gordon designates liberal pluralism. This
corresponds to the participationist pluralism that flourished in the forties
and fifties. Premised on democratic individualism, it envisages ethnic
and racial relations as falling outside the scope of legal coercion or direct
governmental control, except that the state is supposed to prevent dis-
crimination. Racial and ethnic groups have no juridical standing in the
polity and no legal rights as entities in themselves; individuals are free
to associate themselves with such groups as they see fit, but their doing
so, or not doing so, has no bearing on their status in law or their en-
titlement to the benefits of citizenship. Equality is understood in terms
of equal opportunity for individuals, regardless of racial or ethnic back-
ground, not in terms of equality of outcomes for groups considered col-
lectively. Officially, liberal pluralism prescribes tolerance and a laissez-
faire policy with respect to the perpetuation of structural differentiation
and cultural distinctiveness among the groups composing the population.
In fact, however, its universalistic premises run contrary to the logic of
particularistic distinctiveness, and liberal pluralism deprecates differ-
entiation that tends to become “divisive.”

Against the traditional position, Gordon contrasts the newer corpo-
rate pluralism. This approach corresponds to what 1 have called the
militantly separatist version, but Gordon develops its implications more
systematically. It envisages formal standing before the law for ethnic and
racial groups; recognizes group rights in the political and economic
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spheres; and makes the enjoyment of rights by individuals conditional,
to some extent, on whether they belong to specified groups. With respect
to equality, corporate pluralism would require proportionally equal out-
comes for groups rather than equality of opportunity for individuals. And
without explicitly rejecting the need for national unity, it would officially
foster structural separatism and cultural and linguistic differentiation
among the constituent groups in society. Corporate pluralism would not
require what Gordon calls “area exclusivism,” or the establishing of ter-
ritorial enclaves, but it would find such a development acceptable, even
though it might result in limitations on the rights of outsiders to travel
through or reside in the areas in question.

Although he lays out the two positions in an abstract, “ideal typical”
manner, Gordon is convinced that they correspond to real differences in
outlook and policy that now confront the American people and demand
a choice. Moreover, he insists that the choice is not between unrelated
alternatives in discrete areas of concern; rather, “there is an inherent
logic in the relationship of the various positions on these public issues
which makes the choice one between two patterns—two overall types of
racial and ethnic pluralism each with distinctly different implications for
the American way of life."

Gordon is correct on these points, in my opinion; and I would add
that his spelling out so clearly the contrasting meanings of pluralism is
a major contribution toward raising the discussion from the morass of
semantic confusion to the hard-won level where clearcut disagreement
becomes possible. My own belief is that as more people come to realize
what the corporate version of pluralism actually implies, there will be a
strong reaffirmation of the traditional values of democratic universalism
and a frank espousal of assimilation understood as a social policy pro-
moting identification with those democratic values by all Americans,
regardless of ethnic or racial background. The beginnings of such a
reaffirmation are already discernible;™ as the illiberal—indeed, anti-
liberal —implications of corporate pluralism come to be appreciated for
what they are, the reaffirmation will gain in strength.

Until Gordon's analysis appeared, proponents of corporate pluralism
could draw on the moral capital accumulated by a whole generation’s
uncritical celebration of liberal pluralism despite the fact that it (corporate
pluralism) rested on diametrically opposed theoretical foundations and
prescribed quite different social policies. Now it should be clear to those
committed to the traditional values of liberal democracy that they can
no longer endorse any and every call for “cultural pluralism.” In the past,
the great majority of those who championed cultural pluralism were far
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more deeply committed to assimilation understood as ideological con-
sensus on democratic values than they seemed to realize. Now it is the
democratic consensus itself that is at issue—what it consists in and what
it implies for government action in the area of racial and ethnic relations.
Pluralists may have thought they could take all that for granted, but they
cannot. They cannot even begin to discuss these fundamental questions
constructively until the terminology of pluralism is demystified and peo-
ple realize that it usually confuses rather than clarifies what is really at
issue.
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Minorities (Almost) All

The prominent role played by the concept of the minority, or the minority
group, in American social thought first called itself to my attention when
I was working on “American All,” and that essay (chapter 6 in this
collection) devotes a couple of paragraphs to the introduction and early
usage of the expression. An invitation to take part in a conference on
the life and work of Louis Adamic, sponsored by the Immigration History
Research Center of the University of Minnesota and held in St. Paul in
May 1981, furnished the occasion for a first effort at elaboration. Since
Adamic, a Slovenian immigrant and writer on ethnic affairs, came from
the part of Europe that was the classic locus of the “minorities problem,”
it seemed appropriate to inquire how the American understanding of
minorities differed from the European. The preliminary sketch of the
topic presented at the Adamic conference was never published, and I
was unable to do more with it for several years. Another conference, this
time sponsored by the Smithsonian’s Woodrow Wilson Center and Na-
tional Museum of American History, brought me back to the minority
concept again. The essay that follows is a slightly revised version of the
paper presented at that conference in June 1989.

ccording to the on-line catalogue system in my university library, the

Library of Congress currently employs well over three hundred subject
headings under the general rubric “Minorities.” This fact, daunting to
the researcher, strikingly confirms the salience of the minority concept
in contemporary American life. Indeed, we are so accustomed to hearing
the word used in the sociological sense with which the Library of Con-
gress headings are primarily concerned that we assume it has always
been used widely in that sense. For that reason it comes as a surprise
to discover that the standard historical dictionaries of American usage
published around midcentury do not include a sociological definition of

91
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the word minority, nor does a well-known dictionary of contemporary
usage that dates from the same era.’

Webster's Third New International Dictionary, published in 1961,
marks a lexical breakthrough since it includes the following definition
of minority: “a group differing from the predominant section of a larger
group in one or more characteristics (as ethnic background, language,
culture, or religion) and as a result often subjected to differential treat-
ment and esp. discrimination.”™ This indicates that general usage had
caught up with that of social scientists. But considering that academic
discussions of intergroup relations had employed minorities in this sense
for a quarter-century, one would have to say that the process of popu-
larization had taken a long time. This fact, along with the tremendous
vogue it has since enjoyed, justifies our taking a closer look at American
usage of the term minority over time.

In the following pages, my aim is to identity the point at which the
term began to be used in what we think of as its conventional sociological
sense and to trace the historical evolution of its usage since that time.
Obviously such an approach requires interpretation of what various users
meant by the term and permits speculation as to how its usage is related
to broader shifts in the climate of opinion. But despite these critical
elements, my exposition is intended to be primarily descriptive in the
sense that it aims to explain what others had in mind when they spoke
of minorities, not to measure the accuracy of their usage against some
ideal conceptual norm. To keep the discussion within bounds, 1 have
concentrated rather narrowly on minority, forgoing systematic compar-
ison with related terms (e.g., caste, ethnicity, pluralism), and eschewing
substantive discussion of the issues of racism, prejudice, and discrimi-
nation involved in the contexts where it was applied.

In the nineteenth century, Americans spoke of a young person’s
being in his or her minority, meaning not being of age legally; they also
used the term in its political sense, as in “minority party” or “minority
report.” They did not, however, use it in what we think of as its conven-
tional sociological sense, that is, as designating a subgroup of the pop-
ulation. This usage seems to derive from Europe’s “national minorities,”
concern for whose “rights” increased with the growth of nationalism
after the Congress of Vienna.' Americans who followed European affairs
may have been familiar with this application of the term, but it attracted
little attention if the periodical indexes of the 1890s are a reliable guide.
Not until after World War [ did Americans begin to encounter minorities
in this sense.

It was the minorities issue at Versailles, the so-called minorities
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treaties, and the continuing problems of European minorities in the 1920s
that first alerted Americans to the sociological possibilities of the word.
Jews, a classic minority in several European lands, played a leading role
in urging protection for minorities at the peace conference, and American
Jews were a particularly influential element in their councils.” Hence it
is plausible to assume that Jews were more conscious of the term and
idea than other Americans in the 1920s. General interest magazines,
however, paid no attention to the issue until late in the decade. Nothing
turns up in the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature until the volume
for 1925-28, and only two of the nine articles indexed there appeared
before September 1927. All of them dealt with the minority situation in
Europe, as did the great bulk of the twenty-seven listed for the years
1929-32; the only one explicitly focused on this country lamented the
activities of organized pressure groups in politics.”

The sudden burst of interest in the minority issue resulted from the
troubles it was causing in Europe. One writer, who said 1929 seemed
“destined to be the ‘year of minorities,’ " reviewed complaints being taken
to the League of Nations by several “disgruntled minorities” who were
among “the more strident voices in Europe’s cacophonic chorus of pro-
test.” This language, to say nothing of the same writer’s sardonic allusion
to “growling Ruthenians, scowling Macedonians, [and] howling Turks,”
suggests that Americans found the spectacle of national minority bick-
ering distasteful—an attitude wholly in line with the repugnance Carlton
Hayes had taught them to feel for nationalism, especially in the extreme
forms it had assumed in the “war-breeding zone"” of Central Europe.” In
short, the context in which Americans first heard about minorities of the
sociological sort was not such as to make the term an attractive one.

It was against this somewhat unpromising background that the term
minority was effectively introduced into the American discussion of what
was till then usually called “race relations.”™ The work that did so was
Donald Young's American Minority Peoples: A Study in Racial and Cul-
tural Conflicts in the United States (1932). Young, who became exec-
utive director of the Social Science Research Council the year his book
came out, proposed “to give a new perspective to academic discussions
of American race relations” while also providing comprehensive coverage
of the history and present status of all the groups represented among
“our minority peoples.”™ The weakness of the existing literature, he
thought, was that the many books written about individual groups con-
veved the impression “that Negro-white relations are one thing, while
Jewish-Gentile, Oriental-white, and other race relations are vastly differ-
ent from each other.” Young was convinced, however, “that the problems
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and principles of race relations are remarkably similar, regardless of what
groups are involved; and that only by an integrated study of all minority
peoples in the United States can a real understanding and sociological
analysis of the involved social phenomena be achieved.”

Race in the biological sense, Young went on to say, was not the
subject of his study. As it was employed in popular parlance, race en-
compassed cultural as well as biological features; Young would use it in
that loose sense because the people whose attitudes he was studying did,
but he did not consider race, as such, to be the determinative factor in
intergroup relations. Addressing the problem of terminology directly,
Young observed that the English language lacked a word that could be
applied with perfect adequacy to “groups which are distinguished by
biological features, alien national cultural traits, or a combination of
both.” He proposed therefore to speak of “minorities of racial or national
origin,” “American minorities,” or “minority peoples” as synonyms for
race as it was popularly understood.

Young's terminological innovation was positive in that it provided a
way to talk about population groups without calling all of them “races,”
which helped shift the focus away from the biological factor in discus-
sions of intergroup relations. Besides directing attention away from in-
herited racial qualities as the key element in group behavior. use of the
new term implicitly drew attention to the importance of a group’s position
in the overall structure of society, which was also an important meth-
odological contribution.” But with respect to the more strictly semantic
aspect of the question, Young performed less impressively,

He realized he was introducing a neologism and felt constrained to
justify it briefly. “To most of us,” he wrote, “the word ‘minority’ has
political implications in that it calls to mind a political party which is not
in power. Since it is never used with that meaning in this book, no
confusion should result from its present special application.” But this, if
I mayv quote myself, was surely “straining at a gnat.”" The real likelihood
of confusion arose not from usage of the word in political contexts but
from its association with the “nationalities problem” in Europe. Granting
that there had not been much American interest in the European mi-
norities issue, Young's failure to refer to it, either in explaining his ter-
minology or in the course of his six-hundred-page book, is both remark-
able in itself and symptomatic of the parochial focus of much subsequent
commentary on American minorities.

Judging from its relatively rapid acceptance, the new term filled a
need. It was absorbed into the vocabulary of New Deal liberalism as
applied to group relations, being associated with emphasis on the ana-
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Iytical importance of the culture concept, with acceptance of cultural
pluralism as a social ideal, and with the rejection of nationalism, eth-
nocentrism, and prejudice as group norms or personal attitudes. This
general cluster may be found in the work that constituted the first sig-
nificant appearance of the term after Young's book, a special issue of
Progressive Education (March 1935) devoted to the problems of minor-
ities."" Young himself laid heavy stress on the importance of the culture
concept in his Research Memorandum on Minority Peoples in the Depres-
sion (1937). And the appearance in the same year of Brown and Roucek’s
compendious Our Racial and National Minorities—a miniencyclopedia
of American ethnic groups that was destined to be reprinted in 1946 and
1952—confirmed the place of minorities as a key term in socially en-
lightened discussion of intergroup relations.'

While its indigenization in the strictly American discussion was pos-
itive (i.e., associated with progressive-liberal values), a carry-over of its
unappealing European associations was always possible. Young, as we
have seen, ignored the whole European scene, and so, for the most part,
did those whose use of the term we have noted so far."* At the same
time, commentators on European minorities failed to relate them in any
way to the “American minority peoples” Young had identified. Thus the
article on “Minorities, National” in the Encyclopaedia of the Social Sci-
ences dealt exclusively with the European situation, and H. A. Miller,
who alerted readers of the Annals to “The Menace of Minorities,” con-
centrated on central Europe, with sidelong glances at the Middle East,
British imperial territories, and East Asia. And even though Brown and
Roucek included an essay on European minorities, the “comparison and
contrast” it promised was internal to Europe; nothing was said about
American minorities, although the author did affirm that only “the
method of democracy” could obviate the dangers inherent in the minority
situation of central Europe."

But as the likelihood of European war increased, and as interreligious
tensions mounted in the United States, it became more difficult to ignore
the possibility that American minorities might develop, as Europe’s had,
into “human dynamite.”"® Nazi exploitation of the claims of German
minorities in Czechoslovakia and Poland reinforced uneasiness about
American minorities, which the noisy antics of the German-American
Bund and the openly pro-Fascist orientation of many Italian-American
newspapers did nothing to allay." After the outbreak of hostilities in
1939, suspicion of minorities fed on the specter of the fifth column, which
subsequent research has shown was practically nonexistent even in Eu-
rope, but which was taken very seriously at the time. Indeed, Louis
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Adamic’s Common Ground, a journal quite sympathetic to minorities,
treated seriously a 1940 book that estimated the potential fifth column
in America at one million. Three years later, Louis Wirth's research
memorandum on minorities in wartime still maintained that the fifth
column could “no longer be regarded as a myth."”

The relocation of the Japanese-Americans and our national shame
over that action should not mislead us into thinking that only hysterical
yahoos were concerned about potential disloyalty on the part of minorities.
Besides Wirth, the well-informed and liberally disposed Joseph S. Roucek
expressed concern, and the anti-Fascist Max Ascoli described Mussolini's
propaganda as intended to make “Italian-Americans a national minority
with all the ugly implications of such a position."

In these circumstances, it became important to differentiate Amer-
ican minorities from those of Europe—sufficiently important, indeed, that
the western hemisphere states formally resolved three times between
1938 and 1942 that the concept of “national minorities” as understood
in Europe had no application in the American republics. Wirth agreed
that the European concept “differ|ed| widely” from that prevailing in the
United States, and Gunnar Myrdal formulated the “fundamental differ-
ence” with aphoristic pithiness: “The minority peoples of the United
States are fighting for status within the larger society; the minorities of
Europe are mainly fighting for independence from it.""

Survey Graphic’s “Calling America” issue (February 1939), which
was devoted to “The Challenge to Democracy,” illustrated how the an-
alytical task of differentiating American from European minorities often
blended with policy prescriptions designed to keep the former from com-
ing to resemble the latter. The general subject of minorities was a leading
theme of the issue, and several writers explained how American minority
groups, most of which were composed of persons who had come as
voluntary immigrants in search of a better life, differed from the compact
and historically rooted national minorities of Europe. These commen-
tators likewise agreed in prescribing democratic tolerance and equality
as remedies for potential problems involving American minorities.”"

The war, when it came, reinforced the “Americans All, Immigrants
All" theme, thus situating the minorities issue solidly within the great
ideological revival of the wartime years when the principles of democracy
were hailed as the basis on which everyone should unite in the struggle
against totalitarianism. Common Ground, a publication devoted explicitly
to improving intergroup relations in the context of genuine democratic
unity, repeated the lesson tirelessly: Everyone must rally to the cause of
freedom and work for victory; but democracy must at the same time be
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made real, which meant eliminating prejudice and discrimination, wel-
coming cultural diversity, and according all minority groups the dignity
that was rightfully theirs as full partners in a genuinely democratic na-
tional community.”'

In this context, Louis Wirth elaborated the concept of the minority
group which has remained classical in American usage. Wirth, like other
students of Robert E. Park in his generation of Chicago-trained sociol-
ogists, was deeply interested in ethnicity and intergroup relations.” He
had already written much on minority groups but evidently felt by the
end of the war that the concept needed clarification. His essay “The
Problem of Minority Groups” appeared in The Science of Man in the
World Crisis (1945), edited by Ralph Linton. The titles of both book and
essay were significant, reflecting as they did the widely shared beliefs
that the social sciences had much to contribute in a world in crisis and
that intergroup relations were one of the most problematic aspects of the
situation, both nationally and internationally.”*

“We may define a minority,” Wirth wrote thirteen years after the
term came into use in this country, “as a group of people who, because
of their physical or cultural characteristics, are singled out from the others
in the society in which they live for differential and unequal treatment
and who therefore regard themselves as objects of collective discrimi-
nation.” In addition to this compact formulation, Wirth enlarged on sev-
eral other distinguishing features of minorities. Important among these
are: 1) the existence of a minority implies the existence of a dominant
group enjoying higher social status and greater privileges; 2) minority
status entails exclusion from full participation in the life of the society;
3) minorities are treated as peoples set apart, look upon themselves in
that same light, and consequently develop attitudes and behavioral forms
that exaggerate their distinctiveness and isolation; and 4) the minority
concept is not “statistical,” which means that a minority can outnumber
the dominant group but still remain a minority in terms of its subordinate
relationship to the latter.”!

Wirth also offered a typology of minorities, listing four varieties,
which he called “pluralistic,” “assimilationist,” “secessionist,” and “mil-
itant.”™ These categories were ostensibly applicable to minorities any-
where, and Wirth made several references to the European scene, among
other things praising the nationalities policy of the Soviet Union (as a
number of other American observers had done).” But his approach was
decisively shaped by American expectations about minorities. Thus he
suggested that pluralistic minorities, which demanded toleration for their
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distinctive existence, would normally evolve into assimilationist minor-
ities, which wanted full status for their members within the host society.
Only if pluralistic minorities were rejected by the host society were they
likely to become secessionist minorities, demanding economic and po-
litical autonomy as well as cultural toleration. Militant minorities were
clearly a morbid variety since they demanded not toleration, or even
autonomy, but domination over all other groups in a society. In other
words, the dynamic process Wirth built into his typology (which he said
reflected “crucial successive stages in the life-cycle of minorities gen-
erally”) was shaped by the American expectation of individual assimi-
lation for minority group members, rather than by the European aspi-
ration for collective autonomy for solidaric groups.”” He tacitly admitted
as much in lamenting that, when they dealt with the minorities question,
the peacemakers at Versailles had stressed group self-determination
rather than guarantees for the rights of individuals.”

Wirth's definition had a far more lasting influence than his typology.
Its main effect was to fix firmly in the concept of the minority the element
of victimization. In his compact definition quoted above, Wirth said only
that minorities “regard|ed| themselves as objects of collective discrimi-
nation,” but the essay as a whole made clear that this perception was to
be accepted as accurate. After Wirth, the element of victimization was
given sharper focus by other commentators, such as Arnold and Caroline
Rose, who wrote, “The mere fact of being generally hated because of
religious, racial, or nationality background is what defines a minority
group.” %’

The Roses were extreme in speaking of hatred as the defining ele-
ment. Ordinarily, minorities were said to be victims of prejudice. But
since prejudice had by midcentury come to be viewed as the product of
a diseased mind, that was perhaps not so different in its pathological
connotations from the way the Roses had put it.” Note, however, that if
being a victim of hatred and prejudice was intrinsic to minority status,
it would seem almost perverse for minorities to wish to perpetuate their
own existence. In that sense, these formulations—Ilike Wirth's typol-
ogy—were unconsciously predicated on the American assumption that
minorities ought naturally to disappear into the larger society as a result
of their members’ being accepted on a fully equal basis with everyone
else.

By the late 1940s, the discussion of minority groups was thus being
carried on in terms that were heavily loaded, both emotionally and ideo-
logically, and were at the same time somewhat paradoxical in their im-
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plications. Among the assumptions that seemed to underlie the discus-
sion were the following:

1. If true Americanism were practiced, there would be no minority
groups because no one would be denied equality or treated in dis-
criminatory fashion; however,

2. minority groups existed because prejudice and hatred caused Amer-
icans to depart from their own ideals and indulge in discriminatory
behavior; from which one might conclude that

3. it was unnatural for minority groups to exist, and sound social policy
should aim at their elimination; yet

4. the democratic ideology required toleration of minority groups, and
the widely praised ideal of cultural pluralism seemed to prescribe
their nurture and preservation.

In this complex and confusing situation one thing was, nevertheless,
unmistakably clear: in any contest between a minority group and the
“dominant group,” the moral advantage always lay with the former. Mi-
norities, after all, were defined as victims, and their antagonists were
presumed by the same definition to be guilty of harboring prejudice
toward, if not hatred of, members of minority groups, and of practicing
discrimination against them. This definition of the situation amounted
to a tremendous form of moral and social power in the hands of minorities;
eventually it made practically everyone want to be included in that cat-
egor},‘]l

In the quarter-century after Wirth's essay appeared, sociological
usage of the term/concept burgeoned prodigiously. Although the phe-
nomenon requires more detailed research, several generalizations may
be ventured at this point.

In the first place, study of and teaching about minorities expanded
tremendously at all levels of education. In elementary and secondary
schools, an “intercultural education” movement pioneered in the late
thirties by Rachel Davis-DuBois blossomed after the war. Even so, the
American Council on Education warned in 1949 that treatment of mi-
norities in school textbooks was grievously inadequate—a finding that
was to be confirmed again and again over the next two decades.™ At the
college level, a dozen major textbooks on “minorities” or “race relations”
appeared between 1948 and 1955. In roughly the same period, the overall
total of published articles and books “of a professedly learned character”
topped one thousand. Ten years later, Peter I. Rose learned from a na-
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tional survey that no fewer than 719 institutions of higher education
were offering courses in the field—many of which, he reported with
surprise, followed basically the same format as that worked out by Robert
Park, Louis Wirth, and Everett C. Hughes when the course was first
introduced at the University of Chicago in the late 1930s.*

This tremendous academic expansion went on within the context
of constantly intensitying public concern over improving intergroup re-
lations in general and over the “race issue” in particular—that is, over
the question of how to achieve equality for black people—which became
the most important domestic problem facing the country by the mid
fifties.*" The factor of external public concern not only fueled the ex-
pansion of academic studies; it also confirmed the tendency to focus on
prejudice and discrimination (which was also influenced by the salience
of psychological perspectives in the academic world at midcentury), and
it infused supposedly “scientific” work with powerful strains of moralism
and ideology—points to which we have already alluded and to which we
shall return.”

The close association ol minority studies with public policy issues
also reinforced the preexisting tendency of academics to concentrate their
attention on the minority situation in the United States. This probably
did more than anything else to make the American approach to the
minority issue parochial, but the virtual disappearance of the “national
minority” question in postwar Europe contributed to the same result,
because that was the only place outside the United States where it had
ever claimed the attention of Americans.” Everett C. and Helen M.
Hughes took critical note of their colleagues’ parochialism as early as
1952, even suggesting that it reflected an ethnocentric bias, but these
minatory observations had little effect.”” The most ambitious comparative
work done by American scholars in the fifties—Charles Wagley and
Marvin Harris’s Minorities in the New World—was a summary of indi-
vidual studies sponsored by the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Eventually, the tacit assumption
that minorities were a distinctively American phenomenon was made
explicit by Edgar Z. Friedenberg, who stated in 1965 that “the minority
group is a special American institution, created by the interaction be-
tween a history and an ideology which are not to be duplicated else-
where.""

Several commentators voiced reservations about, or suggested mod-
ifications of, the minority concept in the postwar decade. Thus Joseph
Schneider considered the term misleading except when applied to groups
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striving to perpetuate “cultural and spacial [sic] isolation”; both Oscar
Handlin and Will Herberg thought its usage inappropriate in the Amer-
ican context; E. K. Francis proposed several revisions of the concept, as
did William Petersen and other scholars, including Wagley and Harris.™
These qualifications did not, however, dislodge Wirth's formulation from
its position of definitional preeminence." Neither did they result in the
concept’s being used with greater precision; on the contrary, it grew ever
more capacious and diffuse.

The increasing imprecision of the minority concept resulted largely
from its application to more and more elements in American society. As
I indicated above. African-Americans emerged as the key minority in the
postwar decade. Although several prominent students of race relations,
including Gunnar Myrdal, had earlier maintained that African-Americans
were more of a caste than a minority, the latter term prevailed.'' The
leading black sociologist. E. Franklin Frazier, adopted it in his influential
work The Negro in the United States (1949); indeed, he drew explicitly
on Wirth's typology in arguing that African-Americans were an “assim-
ilationist minority."™"

Religious groups had also been included among American minorities
by Young and other early users of the term. Park spoke of Jewish com-
munities in Europe as “classic examples of . . . racial minorities,” and
Nazi anti-semitism, along with the prominent role played by Jewish ref-
ugee scholars in the study of prejudice, especially the project that cul-
minated in The Authoritarian Personality (1950), greatly enhanced the
visibility of Jews as a minority group." Catholics too were conventionally
included under that rubric, but Thomas T. McAvoy, C.S.C., broadened
its application considerably by treating the history of the Catholic church
in the United States from the minority perspective. His usage reflected
the new currency of the term, as did that of the sociologist John L.
Thomas, S.J., who analyzed the American Catholic family in terms of its
minority status. Another scholar, John ]. Kane, suggested that Catholic
sociologists themselves might be considered a minority group.*

The question of whether women should be thought of as a minority
group was examined in 1951 from all the angles characteristic of race
relations study at that time (e.g., social distance, caste vs. class, the
marginal woman, etc.). It is still discussed, although the subquestions
have, of course, changed.” By the early 1970s, the minority concept was
being stretched even further, and in less conventional directions, by a
growing tendency among sociologists to merge the study of “social de-
viance” with that of minorities. Thus anthologies began to appear dealing
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with “the other minorities”—homosexuals, youth, the aged, the physi-
cally handicapped, the emotionally disturbed. the poor, drug users, al-
coholics, convicts and ex-convicts, and others on the margins of society.™

What accounts for this consistent pressure to expand the boundaries
of an ostensibly undesirable social classification? Why have we experi-
enced, as two recent writers put it, “the emergence of groups claiming
minority status”?"” The answer, already noted in passing, is that to be
classified as a minority adds tremendously to the moral and political
leverage of such a group. Because minorities are by definition victims of
unequal treatment, their complaints enjoy prima facie justification and
their claims for redress an automatic moral legitimacy. Some of these
linkages were implicit from the earliest days of American usage, and
Wirth's definition made them more explicit. But it was the civil rights/
black revolution that drove the connections home and made minority
status seem insupportable because its very existence violated the prin-
ciple of equalitv. African-Americans were the minority whose struggle
for equality increasingly dominated the moral landscape and furnished
the primary perspective from which minority matters were viewed from
the days of Wirth and Myrdal to the era of black power and beyond. In
other words, the actuality of the minority situation as it affected blacks
dramatized and confirmed the theoretical linkages implicit in the defi-
nition of the minority group and in usage of the term.

But the black example would have been without effect—or at least
its effect would have been greatly diminished—without the nation’s his-
toric theoretical commitment to equality as a fundamental value. Indeed,
it was precisely because equality was so basic that the unequal status
and treatment accorded African-Americans (and other minorities) could
be portrayed as intolerable. Petersen drew attention to this dimension of
the situation when he wrote, “The very idea of a minority suffering from
discrimination implies a democratic moral judgment”; and Friedenberg’s
statement that the minority group was “a special American institution”
is defensible only if interpreted in this sense.™

The commitment to making equality a meaningful reality in Amer-
ican society is intrinsic to the development that has given the term mi-
nority its present ubiquity and its unprecedented practical importance.
That development is affirmative action—the policy initiated by the federal
government (and widely adopted thereatter by other governmental bodies
and private institutions) whereby the victims of past injustice are to be
compensated by means of various positive measures, including what
critics of affirmative action regard as de facto quotas in hiring, promotion,
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admission to educational institutions, and the conferral of other benefits.
The whole matter is quite technical, immensely complicated, and highly
controversial.” I will try to hold all three of these qualities to a minimum
in the following discussion; for my purpose is not to provide a substantive
analysis of all the issues but simply to indicate the impact affirmative
action has had on usage of the term minority.

The most important shift in usage is that the term has acquired a
new, quasi-legal status. That status, however, applies only to certain
“designated.” or “protected,” minorities and not to all the groups that
might hitherto have been thought of as minorities or might still be so
considered in the nonlegal sense. The process by which this came about
is obscure, but action taken in 1969 by the Department of Labor's Office
of Federal Contract Compliance (OFCC) constitutes an important land-
mark.

The OFCC, created in 1965 to oversee nondiscrimination and affir-
mative action in all fields of activity in which the federal government
purchased goods and services from private contractors, was especially
concerned to increase the employment of blacks in construction work,
an area where they had been largely excluded by union-controlled ap-
prenticeship programs. The approach it finally settled on was the “Phil-
adelphia Plan,” which required contractors in that city to seek out and
employ “minorities” in proportion to their availability in the local labor
market. The “goals” and “timetables” called for in the Philadelphia Plan
seemed to critics indistinguishable from forbidden quotas, and the en-
suing controversy made its implementation doubtful until late in 1969.
But even before the OFCC definitively won that battle, it issued the first
version of Order No. 4. which universalized the Philadelphia Plan by
extending its basic requirements to all federal contractors, not just con-
struction contractors in a given locality. After two more years of tinkering,
Revised Order No. 4 went into effect, thus applying on a much broader
scale the goals, timetables, and concept of “underutilization” pioneered
in the Philadelphia Plan.*

In all this, minorities figured prominently. The term was, of course,
very familiar from general usage; it had also been employed, although
not given great prominence, in earlier federal efforts to enforce nondis-
crimination.”’ What was new about Revised Order No. 4 was the greatly
enhanced visibility it gave to the term and the broader scope of its ap-
plication in respect to benefits for persons belonging to certain groups.
According to one count, minority occurred in various forms no fewer
than sixty-five times in the order, but it was nowhere defined, nor was
there any listing of the groups that fell within that category.”™
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Although the American people were often said to be “minorities all,”
the new measure did not really contemplate making everyone eligible
for special attention as “members of an ‘affected class’ who, by virtue of
past discrimination continue to suffer the present effects of that discrim-
ination.”* A listing of designated minorities was obviously required, and
one was soon added. But the failure of the first version of Revised Order
No. 4 to provide such a listing and its continuing failure to define what
made a group a minority in the relevant sense suggest that the termi-
nology was employed by federal administrators without much systematic
reflection.” That is understandable enough, given the immense contem-
porary popularity of the term. But it also entailed a serious weakness
because minority’s popularity made it elastic and imprecise—despite the
fact that in the then-prevailing context of racial crisis, * ‘minorities’ es-
sentially meant blacks.™

Federal administrators had begun inquiring about the number of
“Negro™ and “other minority” employees on the payrolls of government
contractors in the 1950s, but the first listing directly linked with what
became Revised Order No. 4 occurs in a appendix to a version of the
Philadelphia Plan that was issued June 27, 1969. 1t stated that, for pur-
poses envisioned in the sample reporting form, “the term minority means
Negro, Oriental, American [Indian], and Spanish Surnamed American.”™"
But that was only the beginning in the new phase of development. The
data-collecting and record-keeping requirements imposed by the bur-
eaucratization of affirmative action throughout the whole range of activ-
ities aftected by federal oversight soon led to variations in categorization.
Those discrepancies in turn led to efforts to rationalize the whole system
according to which the “minorities” eligible for affirmative action pro-
grams were to be identified. (Women, who were included as an affected
class in Revised Order No. 4. did not figure directly in these efforts, since
they were provided for on a coequal “women and minorities” basis.” )

Two large-scale projects aimed at achieving terminological consis-
tency were undertaken in the seventies. A group called the Federal Inter-
agency Committee on Education (FICE) made a start in 1974-75, es-
tablishing five standard categories and definitions for purposes of
minority data collection in the educational area: 1) white, not of hispanic
origin (which was, of course, not a minority); 2) black, not of hispanic
origin; 3) Hispanic; 4) American Indian or Alaskan native; and 5) Asian
or Pacific islander. But since the educational institutions FICE dealt with
had to respond to other agencies, for example, the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC), which employed different categories,
FICE proposed that governmentwide standards be developed for desig-
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nating minorities. This assignment was turned over to an ad hoc “Task
Force on Race/Ethnic Categories,” which included representatives from
FICE and other federal agencies involved in this kind of data collection,
such as EEOC, the United States Commission on Civil Rights, and the
Bureau of the Census. This body confirmed FICE's overall scheme of
categories, but with some modification in definitions of membership. For
example, persons from the Indian subcontinent were now included
among Asians, which made them a new-style “minority”; and American
Indians or Alaskan natives now had to “maintain cultural identification
through tribal affiliation or community recognition,” in addition to “hav-
ing origins in any of the original peoples of North America.™*

Mind-numbing though it may be, the foregoing sketch provides only
the barest introduction to the complications that overtook the minority
concept in the era of affirmative action. We cannot venture into the legal
labyrinth, which includes convolutions that strike the uninitiated as truly
mysterious. As an example of the latter, consider the process that trans-
formed Justice Harlan F. Stone’s passing allusion to “discrete and insular
minorities,” originally embedded in a footnote to a 1938 case dealing with
the regulation of adulterated milk, into what some who write on affir-
mative action regard as the normative definition of a minority.™

Justice Lewis Powell's ruminations on “minorities” in the famous
Bakke decision (1978) deserve quotation at length since they have been
cited by other students as illustrating the difficulty of “deciding which
minorities are minorities in American society.” It was no longer possible,
Powell wrote:

to peg the guarantees of the Fourteenth Amendment to the
struggle for equality of one racial minority. During the dor-
mancy of the Equal Protection Clause, the United States had
become a nation of minorities. Each had to struggle . . . to over-
come the prejudices not of a monolithic majority, but of a “ma-
jority” composed of various minority groups. . . . As a nation
filled with the stock of many lands, the reach of the Clause was
gradually extended to all ethnic groups seeking protection from
official discrimination. . . .

The concepts of “majority” and “minority” necessarily reflect
temporary arrangements and political judgments. . . . The white
“majority” is itself composed of various minority groups, most
of which can lay claim to a history of prior discrimination at the
hands of the state and private individuals. Not all of these
groups can receive preferential treatment and corresponding
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judicial tolerance of distinctions drawn in terms of race and na-
tionality, for then the only “majority” left would be the new mi-
nority of White Anglo-Saxon Protestants. There is no principled
basis of deciding which groups would merit “heightened judi-
cial solicitude,” and which would not."”

With this kind of ambiguity acknowledged in what came to be viewed
as the U.S. Supreme Court’s guideline opinion on affirmative action, it
is small wonder that a lower court could speak of any given minority’s
“drifting” into, and later out of, protected status “depending on the cir-
cumstances of the times, and the shifts in recognition of ethnic and racial
equality by the majority.™

Beset to this degree by what even sympathetic commentators call
“definitions [that] are almost absurdly vague,” affirmative action has
come in for much criticism.” With respect to minority terminology, it is
almost impossible to separate semantic from substantive objections—for
the very good reason that in this area labels have consequences. The
following sampler suggests the range of positions from which objections
have been raised to the new minority-talk.

One of the earliest critics of affirmative action to single out the term
minority as an example of the “Orwellian” thinking of the “affirmative
action shock troops” was Senator James Buckley of New York, who ex-
coriated the whole policy as “wrong, wrong, wrong” in a 1973 Senate
speech.”” He it was who counted sixty-five occurrences of the term—
but no definition—in Revised Order No. 4 and traced the first listing of
designated minorities to the June 1969 Labor Department document
mentioned above. Buckley also pointed out that while other official state-
ments acknowledged that Jews and various Catholic ethnic groups had
also suffered discrimination, they were excluded from protection under
affirmative action. From this he inferred that the protected categories
would continue to expand indefinitely, making the “absurdity of the
exercise . . . self-evident.™' His fundamental objection, however, was to
the principle itself: making ethnic and racial criteria the basis for differ-
ential treatment contradicted “everything that the civil rights movement
has sought to achieve.”

Buckley, who had been primed for his attack by academics indignant
over the affirmative action programs newly imposed on colleges and
universities by the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare's Office
for Civil Rights, entered into the Congressional Record ten articles and
speeches critical of this policy. In general, these articles reflected the
position that was coming to be known as neoconservative. Sidney Hook,
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Paul Seabury, and Earl Raab were among the authors represented; two
of the articles had appeared in Commentary; and another was a statement
made by an officer of the Queens Jewish Community Council. The issue
of quotas figured prominently in the objections of the neoconservatives,
understandably so in the case of those who were Jewish.®

The most systematic critique mounted from this perspective was
Nathan Glazer's Affirmative Discrimination, first published in 1975 and
issued in paperback three years later. Glazer, who cited Buckley's speech
and several of the articles reproduced with it in the Congressional Record,
objected to the designation of minorities on principle and pronounced
the groups then listed “a strange mix.” Ten years later the semantic
situation was, if possible, even worse. “The conception of ‘minority,” ”
Glazer declared, “is so muddled that there is considerable dispute over
just who we mean |in using it].” Although the law did not recognize
“official minorities,” public policy nevertheless defined “various cate-
gories as minorities deserving some special protection or attention.”
Oddly enough, the vast majority of legal immigrants entering the United
States in the mid-eighties belonged to “the four somewhat official mi-
nority groups” and were therefore eligible upon entry for special assis-
tance ostensibly justified on the basis of discrimination suffered earlier
in American history."

Spokesmen for European ethnic groups, who considered themselves
minorities but were classed in the omnium gatherum “White, not of
Hispanic origin,” objected strenuously to their exclusion from benefits.
They had difficulty making their voices heard, but in 1979 the United
States Commission on Civil Rights sponsored a “consultation” at which
their complaints were aired. Most germane here is the point made by
the executive director of the Polish American Congress, who reported
that he had searched vainly, both in the law and in government regu-
lations, for “a clear definition of the word ‘minority.” " Not finding one,
he concluded that “the word ‘minority’ is used as a code word. It's used
to mask different things, depending on how a person wants to use it and
what groups he wants to please.” A representative of Ukrainian-Ameri-
cans who quoted Louis Wirth in the course of his remarks expressed the
same sentiments: minority would have to be eliminated as “a functionally
meaningless term . . . or expanded to include all groups who have been
... |discriminated against|.™"

Before turning to usage commentators who take the other side in
the controversy over affirmative action, we should take note of two who
are not directly involved in it—Henry Fairlie and Tom Wolfe. Fairlie, a
British journalist who covered American public affairs for many years,
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included minority among the terms he discussed in an Atlantic Monthly
article entitled “The Language of Politics.” Citing Ortega v Gasset's Re-
volt of the Masses (1930) as his authority, he claimed that its meaning
had been reversed since that book appeared, for then minority meant
“the privileged at the top . .. [not] the underprivileged at the bottom.”
That was wildly off target (at least for American usage), but Fairlie came
closer to a real novelty when he pointed out that to speak of people as
“minorities” amounted to “identifying an individual or a group by one of
his or its characteristics, which was taken to be determining.™* Here he
seemed to have in mind the practice of referring to an individual as “a
minority” if he or she happens to belong to one of the designated cate-
gories. One heard this frequently by the mid-1980s, and Tom Wolfe's
acute ear picked it up. In his Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), Peter Fallow,
an English journalist, muses to his fellow Brits about the protagonist’s
habit of “hitting minorities, black boys, women.” Then, calling his com-
panions’ attention to the grotesqueries of American usage, Fallow in-
quires, “Have you noticed the way the Yanks refer to women as a mi-
nority?” To which one of them predictably responds, “The poor mother
tongue.”™"

Most writers favorable to affirmative action treat the term as un-
problematic, but a few spokespersons for “designated minorities” (who
presumably benefit from the policy) have found fault with it. Sometimes
dissatisfaction is grounded in the generalized feeling that to be labeled
a minority stigmatizes people and robs them of self-esteem.™ Thus Yo-
landa T. DeMola roundly asserted that the time had come “to forsake a
term most blacks and Hispanics consider prejorative and degrading.”
Although her position was not developed in detail, DeMola clearly rec-
ognized that “getting rid of minority” would entail modifications in af-
firmative action as a policy. She seemed willing to contemplate that
possibility, noting that affirmative action is divisive in its effects and that
“anti-discrimination laws already on the books” would, if strictly enforced,
bring about the results it is intended to achieve. Others who dislike the
term for similar reasons seem not to realize that dropping the term would
require rethinking the policy.”

Although most blacks are strongly in favor of affirmative action, there
has been some criticism of the terminology of minorities on the grounds
that it erodes the uniqueness of black claims. C. Eric Lincoln puts the
point in the strongest terms by calling it a “sinister policy” that lumps
blacks with other “minorities.”"* Harold Cruse develops the same theme
in language only slightly less harsh. Thus he speaks of “the civil rights
spoils system” and deplores the fact that blacks have been “buried . . .
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in civil rights anonymity” by the use of the same term to cover all groups,
white and nonwhite, and by its further expansion through the minorities-
and-women formula. Cruse does not call for abandonment of the term
but insists that is employment not be allowed to obscure the special claims
of blacks. “In America,” he writes in a formulation that seems self-con-
sciously Orwellian, “there are minorities, but then there are other mi-
norities; some minorities are equal, but some are more or less equal than
others.” Blacks are emphatically not to be equated with “white ethnics,”
even though the latter “are in fact minorities.” Women, however, are not
a minority. The practical equation of their claims with those of blacks—
the minority that opened the way for, and legitimized, all other minority
groups claims—has, in Cruse's view, “relegat|ed] race discrimination to
the back burner as a public policy issue”; ratification of the Equal Rights
Amendment would “constitutionally submerge the nonwhite minority
group, effectively burying it as a political and/or legal issue,”

This kind of sensitivity to possible conflicts of interest among “mi-
norities"—which became more of a reality in the late 1980s when ten-
sions flared between blacks and Hispanics and, to a lesser extent, be-
tween blacks and Asians™—may be obscurely related to some not yet
firmly established shifts in terminology. Thus two specialists in inter-
group relations concerned to defuse ethnic conflict in Chicago note that
the designation, “African American . . . takes blacks out of black-white
context and places then in an ethnic framework, opening up new pos-
sibilities for building coalitions around civil rights and other issues.”™ A
development more germane to our interest has to do with the expression
people of color. At least two proponents of the new “multiculturalism”
seem to regard this expression as preferable to minority. The evidence
is too fragmentary to permit firm conclusions, but one might speculate
that people of color owes part of its appeal to its implicit limitation of the
special status accorded “designated minorities” to those distinguished by
a racially linked phenotypical feature.™

Among discussions by academic sociologists, the one that deals most
systematically with the semantics of minority terminology is an article
by Barton Meyers. As befits one who writes from a Marxist perspective,
Mevyers takes the history of the term into account. His historical review
is incomplete, however, being confined mainly to locating the term’s
origins in talk of European “national minorities”; he also treats at length,
and critically, the writings of Louis Wirth. For reasons not adequately
explained, Meyers accords a privileged conceptual status to national
minorities and interprets Wirth's use of minority group (a term he in-
correctly credits Wirth with coining) as an improper universalization of



110 COMING TO TERMS WITH ETHNICITY

an expression that was earlier embedded in “the historically concrete
social situation in Europe.” He also makes heavy going of Wirth's liberal
individualism and suggests that the “clearly and fundamentally flawed”
term minority group actually established itsell in usage because it “erects
a veiled defense of the status quo through the use of obscure language
and the posing of misleading questions.” Since “concrete, historical
analysis” shows that power relations are what really matter, Meyers pro-
poses that minority group be dropped and “that people who belong to
groups which are collective targets for prejudice, discrimination, and
domination be referred to as oppressed groups.”™

Mevers also criticizes Wirth for sayving that the sociological concept
of minority is not a matter of statistics and can therefore be applied to
groups that actually constitute the majority of the population in ques-
tion.™ In this he has much company, including, perhaps most influen-
tially, Michael Banton of the University of Bristol. Banton argues that
the minority concept is an essential tool in sociological analysis of inter-
group relations but that its use can be made more flexible and precise
by adhering to the literal sense of the term: “a category consisting of less
than half the numbers of some named population.” According to Banton’s
view, blacks in South Africa are not simply a minority, as Wirth would
have it on the basis of their subordinate status; rather, they are a nu-
merical majority which is at the same time a political minority internally
subdivided into various ethnic and linguistic minorities. This way of using
the concept allows us to take note of the existence of “minorities within
minorities, and the varying extent to which political, religious and other
boundaries coincide”—an analytical advantage with important practical
consequences since “it is the divisions within groups and cross-cutting
ties between groups which usually keep conflicts within bounds and
often open up possibilities of their resolution.™

Banton's interpretation of the minority concept has attained a certain
authority by being embodied in two recent reference works, a dictionary
of social science and an encyclopedia of sociology.® That does not guar-
antee it will be generally adopted by academics, much less that it will
displace Wirthian victimization as the crucial element in the prevailing
American understanding of minorities. But his position is worth noting
as another indication of dissatisfaction with the term as it is used at
present.

Additional minor variations on minorities could be noted, but enough
has been said to furnish the basis for some concluding observations.*'
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The first of these has to do with the periodization of usage and semantic
development of the term, which can be summarized as follows:

1. After its effective introduction by Donald Young in 1932, minority
(in the sociological sense) was quickly indigenized in American usage.

2. In the era of World War II, American minorities were sharply
distinguished from the nationalistic and historically persistent minorities
of Europe, and what might be called the liberal-individualistic under-
standing of the minority phenomenon was built into the classic elabo-
ration of the concept worked out by Louis Wirth, which also fixed the
notion of victimization as a key element in the definition of a minority.

3. In the postwar generation minority became an indispensable term
in discussions of intergroup relations and general social commentary. Its
application was progressively extended to more and more groups, but
the central impetus to the whole development was the civil rights/black
revolution, which tended to confirm the associations between minority
status, victimization, and the drive to make equality a reality in American
society.

4. After the dismantling of legally enforced racial segregation and
the subsequent shift of attention to overcoming the effects of prior dis-
crimination, minority acquired new significance as a quasi-legal cate-
gory. The new meaning associated with affirmative action programs did
not, however, extend to all groups previously thought of as minorities.
Only those formally designated as such were minorities in the new sense.
Membership in one of these designated minorities made a person eligible
for officially sanctioned benefits that were not available to nonmembers
of that group.

The most recent semantic shift is by far the most controversial and
has occasioned considerable criticism of the term. The criticism tends,
however, to be incidental to a substantive critique of affirmative action
as a policy, rather than taking the form of a systematic critical analysis
of the minority concept as such. Among the critiques reviewed above,
only Meyers's and Banton’s are of the latter sort.

That minority usage has become more controversial is explainable
on both practical and theoretical grounds. Practically, the latest modu-
lation of usage is associated with the emergence of a two-track system
in which “designated minorities” are more favorably situated than what
we might call “unrecognized minorities,” since the former are entitled
to benefits denied to the latter. But there are no clearly established, or
explicitly agreed upon, criteria by which to distinguish designated mi-
norities from the unrecognized variety. This situation, in which signifi-
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cant benefits are awarded on the basis of informal criteria that are subject
to ad hoc modification, naturally generates controversy over what con-
stitutes “minority” status, who ought to be included, and whose special
claims are in peril of being submerged by promiscuous expansion of the
category.,

The absence of clear, consistent, and rationally defensible criteria
for designated minority status is, in itself, a serious theoretical weakness
in the two-track system. As critics such as Glazer point out, the desig-
nated minorities are “a strange mix,” some included because of race,
others on the basis of language or culture, and still others by reason of
geographic origin. This defect may well account for the recent promotion
of people of color as an appropriately inclusive designation for the groups
eligible for compensatory benefits; however, those who favor this expres-
sion have not yet mounted a purposeful campaign to displace minority.

A related but more basic theoretical issue is whether group mem-
bership—defined on the basis of race, ethnicity, or anything of the sort—
should entitle a person to benefits not available to other citizens. In other
words, the new understanding of minorities raises the fundamental ques-
tion of whether rights are to be understood as appertaining to groups,
and to individuals in consequence of their belonging to those groups, or
to individuals in their character as persons and citizens, with no regard
to other forms of group membership.” This is not the place to embark
on a theoretical analysis of that issue. What is pertinent here is that the
problem is implicit in the new usage of minority and that this fact helps
account for the controversy that has marked its development in the af-
firmative action era. We ought also to note, however, that insofar as the
new usage implies a group rights interpretation of the minority concept,
it represents a 180-degree shift away from the individualistic understand-
ing of the concept expounded by Wirth and toward the group-centered
“national minorities” version that he and other commentators of his gen-
eration explicitly rejected.

It likewise seems clear that the new usage implies an understanding
ol minority quite ditlerent from Young’s, as well as from Wirth’s. Young,
the reader will recall, believed “that the problems and principles of race
relations are remarkably similar, regardless of what groups are involved.”
He introduced minority as a generic term applicable to all sorts of groups,
and it has been accounted a virtue of this word that it lessened the
terminological emphasis upon race at a time when the study of intergroup
relations was struggling to extricate itself from a racial paradigm shot
through with invidious assumptions. Now, however, we have a two-track
minority system, and there is an unmistakable tendency to identity race
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as the most important factor that qualifies a designated minority for
benefits. Other ethnic groups, formerly thought of as minorities by virtue
of distinctive nonracial characteristics, are assumed to have escaped the
victimization suffered by racially identifiable groups and are therefore
not entitled to affirmative action benefits.*!

Given the massive fact of American slavery and its consequences
for blacks, one can understand how this line of thinking established itself
in their case—even, perhaps, its extension to other racially defined
groups such as Asians and American Indians. But something as impor-
tant as the relegitimizing of race as a criterion for differential treatment
of American citizens—and diflerential treatment that is legally enforce-
able—surely requires more explicit recognition and debate than it has
so far received. The degree to which this relegitimizing has actually taken
place is in itself debatable, as is the question of how the new racialism
resembles, or differs from, the racism of an earlier day. Whatever one
may think of those questions, it seems to me indisputable that the pre-
vailing terminology of minorities obscures rather than clarifies what is
really at issue. And it would be a great pity, as well as a great irony, if a
new kind of racialism were permitted to take root unnoticed while we
are bemused by minority-talk.

NOTES

Source: American Quarterly, 43 (September 1991): 392-425. Reprinted by per-
mission of the publisher.

1. See the appropriate entries in William A. Craigie and James R. Hulbert, A
Dictionary of American English on Historical Principles. 4 vols. (Chicago. 1938-44);
Mitford M. Mathews, A Dictionary of Americanisms on Historical Principles, 2 vols.
(Chicago, 1951); and Bergen Lvans and Cornelia Evans, A Dictionary of Contem-
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Identifying Identity: A Semantic History

As | noted in the Introduction, this essay is a direct offshoot of my
contribution to the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups.
Convinced that a reference work covering the experience of over one
hundred different immigrant peoples should also provide an entry on the
host society to whose culture these groups had to adjust, the editors
called for a discussion of “American identity.” Their insistence that such
an entry must focus on the national “identity” was a product of the
intellectual vogue enjoyed by the term, the development of which is
traced here. But I did not yet know that when approached to write the
article. All I knew was that it had to be about “American identity,” and
that a survey of national characteristics such as optimism, individualism,
and the like, was not what the editors had in mind. Given the elusive,
not to say mystifying, quality of the term identity, my first task was
obviously to decide in my own mind just what the subject of the essay
actually was. Hence my first draft began with a sketchy history of the
term that clarified it enough to allow me to proceed with the substantive
discussion. Having served its deck-clearing function, and not being nec-
essary to the substantive discussion as such, the prefatory semantic his-
tory was cut from the published version of an already lengthy entry,
“American Identity and Americanization.™

The essay that follows here is an expanded version of the discarded
preamble to the encyclopedia entry. Its elaboration owes much to the
encouragement of Lewis Perry, who was editor of the Journal of American
History, where it was first published, and to the anonymous readers who
critiqued it at that time.

Today we could hardly do without the word identity in talking about
immigration and ethnicity. Those who write on these matters use it
casually; they assume the reader will know what they mean. And readers
seem to feel that they do—at least there has been no clamor for clarifi-
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cation of the term. But if pinned down, most of us would find it difficult
to explain just what we do mean by identity. Its very obviousness seems
to dety elucidation: identity is what a thing is! How is one supposed to
go beyond that in explaining it? But adding a modifier complicates mat-
ters, for how are we to understand identity in such expressions as ethnic
identity. Jewish identity, or American identity?

This is a question to which the existing writings on ethnicity do not
provide a satisfactory answer. There are helpful discussions, to be sure,
but none seems altogether adequate, at least not from the historian's
viewpoint. The historically minded inquirer who gains familiarity with
the literature, however, soon makes an arresting discovery—identity is
a new term, as well as being an elusive and ubiquitous one. It came into
use as a popular social science term only in the 1950s. The contrast
between its handling in two standard reference works dramatizes its
novelty. The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, published
in 1968, carries a substantial article on “Identity, Psychosocial,” and
another on “ldentification, Political.” The original Encyclopaedia of the
Social Sciences, published in the early 1930s, carries no entry at all for
identity, and the entry headed “ldentification” deals with fingerprinting
and other techniques of criminal investigation.'

So striking a shift demands investigation. In the following pages I
will attempt to show that the semantic history of the word identity casts
useful light on its ambiguities of meaning and also upon certain aspects
of recent American thought. The investigation proceeds in three phases.
Part one, which traces the emergence and diffusion of the term, is brief
and descriptive. In the second section of the essay, | have singled out
the work of Erik H. Erikson and of certain sociologists as the principal
sources of interest in identity and have analyzed some of the complica-
tions that arise from the differing interpretations of the concept that they
advance. The final section is more interpretive in the historical sense,
since it focuses on those aspects of recent American cultural history that
seem to me most relevant in explaining why the term identity caught
on so quickly.

Identity comes from the Latin root idem, “the same,” and has been
used in English since the sixteenth century. It has a technical meaning
in algebra and logic and has been associated with the perennial mind-
body problem in philosophy since the time of John Locke. The meaning
of identity in this philosophical context is close to its meaning in ordinary
usage, which is given as follows by the Oxford English Dictionary (OED ):
“the sameness of a person or thing at all times or in all circumstances;
the condition or fact that a person or thing is itself and not something
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else; individuality, personality. Personal identity (In Psychology), the
condition or fact of remaining the same person throughout the various
phases of existence; continuity of the personality.”

The OED's first two usage citations illustrating psychological “per-
sonal identity” are from Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understand-
ing (1690) and David Hume’s Treatise on Human Nature (1739). This
tends to corroborate Robert Langbaum’s assertion that identity did not
take on psychological connotations until the empiricist philosophers
called into question what he calls “the unity of the self.” The unity of
the self was not a problem so long as the traditional Christian conception
of the soul held sway, but it became a problem when Locke declared
that a man’s “Identity . . . consists in nothing but a participation of the
same continued Lite, by constantly fleeting Particles of Matter, in succes-
sion vitally united to the same organized Body.” Langbaum argues that
Locke and Hume “use the word identity to cast doubt on the unity of
the self,” and he has written a book to show how writers from William
Wordsworth to D. H. Lawrence reacted to this challenge to the integrity
of “the self.”

This tradition of usage is obviously very important; it invested iden-
tity with great intellectual significance and moral seriousness. But it was
a restricted, quasi-technical tradition. Most of the time people who used
the word identity in reference to personality or individuality did so in a
looser, more informal manner. The OED gives two examples of this ver-
nacular usage, as we might call it: “He doubted his own identity, and
whether he was himself or another man” (from Washington Irving's
Sketch Book, 1820); and “Tom . . . had such a curious feeling of having
lost his identity, that he wanted to reassure himself by the sight of his
little belongings” (from E. Garrett’s At Any Cost, 1885)."

Identity was sometimes casually employed in this vernacular man-
ner by writers discussing immigration, but it did not represent an im-
portant analytical concept. Oscar Handlin's classic book The Uprooted
(1951) is perhaps the last major work in the field of which that could
be said. Handlin used identity or identify a half-dozen or so times, but
it was not a key term, and the contexts suggest that he was employing
it in an unself-conscious manner as part of the ordinary vocabulary of
common discourse. A particularly telling example is the passage in which
he contrasts the immigrant’s loneliness and isolation in the New World
to his secure niche in the ancestral village: “In the Old Country, this
house in this village, these fields by these trees, had had a character and
identity of their own. They testified to the peasant’s I, had fixed his place
in the visible universe.” Here the word refers not directly to the peasant’s
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psyche but to the distinctive physical surroundings of his once familiar
world. The connection with psychological identity is very clear—indeed,
the passage reminds us of Tom and his little belongings—but Handlin
does not use the term in the way that contemporary usage had led us to
expect. On the contrary, in looking back at the book one is struck at its
virtually complete absence. The book’s themes are expressed, and its
tone established, not by identity but by words such as uprootedness,
alienation, and loneliness.”

With Will Herberg’s Protestant-Catholic-Jew (1955) we have turned
a corner. Not only do the words recur again and again, but identity and
identification are, in a sense, what the book is all about. They are central
to the interpretation of the problem Herberg set out to explore, namely,
the place of organized religion in American life in the 1950s. Religion,
he said, had become the most satisfactory vehicle for locating oneself in
society and thereby answering the “aching question” of identity, Who
am 1? Ethnic identity figured prominently in the discussion because
Herberg argued that the ethnic identities of an immigrant-derived pop-
ulation had transformed themselves into religious identification with or-
ganized Protestantism, Catholicism, or Judaism through the workings of
Hansen's law (“What the son wants to forget the grandson wants to
remember”) and the triple melting pot. In short, Herberg interpreted the
whole situation in terms of what was already being called “the search
for identity.”

C. Vann Woodward's essay “The Search for Southern Identity,” pub-
lished in 1958, used the term without enclosing it in quotation marks or
explicitly defining it, but it carried the new weight of meaning that
identity was acquiring in the mid 1950s. W. L. Morton's Canadian Iden-
tity, published a few years later, likewise regarded the word as entirely
unproblematic.” A rash of other publications used identity in title or
subtitle in the late 1950s, and in 1960 the editors of an anthology entitled
Identity and Anxiety drew attention to a marked shift from concern over
conformity to concern with identity.” Three years later the editor of an-
other volume of readings could introduce the opening section, headed
“Identity,” with the remark: “It is common knowledge that identity be-
comes a problem for the individual in a rapidly changing dynamic and
technological society such as we have in America.” The collection
included a selection by Kenneth Keniston in which he listed identity
among “the most appealing moral terms of our time.”"

Robert Penn Warren highlighted the importance identity had as-
sumed by the mid 1960s in his Who Speaks for the Negro? (1965): “I
seize the word identity. It is a key word. You hear it over and over again.
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On this word will focus, around this word will coagulate, a dozen issues,
shifting, shading into each other. Alienated from the world to which he
is born and from the country of which he is a citizen, vet surrounded by
the successful values of that new world, and country, how can the Negro
define himself?""” Negroes were far from being alone in having identity
problems. American Catholics fairly luxuriated in them. Martin Marty
remembers being told by some Catholic collegians who were enthusi-
astically applauding a priest who had just renounced his priesthood:
“You'll never understand what an identity crisis the Catholic Church
gave each one of us.” Others managed to preserve a better humor in
their travail—at Harvard University notices were posted facetiously an-
nouncing that Catholic students were holding an “ldentity Crisis” at a
specified time and place."

By the early 1970s Robert Coles could lament that the terms identity
and identity crisis had become “the purest of clichés.” A 1972 book, The
Identity Society, which stated among other things that Vietnam was the
first war fought by an “identity society.” offered corroborative evidence
for that judgment. Identity had reached the level of generality and dif-
fuseness that A. O. Lovejoy complained of many years earlier with respect
to the word romantic: it had “come to mean so -many things that, by
itself, it means nothing. It has ceased to perform the function of a verbal
sign.”" There is little point in asking what identity “really means” when
matters have reached this pass. The more pertinent questions are, What
can we find out about the specific channels through which the word
passed into such widespread use? and, What elements in the intellectual
background of its emergence help explain its extraordinary popularity?
To the first of these questions we now turn.

Frikson was the key figure in putting the word into circulation. He
coined the expression identity crisis and did more than anyone else to
popularize identity. In his usage identity means something quite defi-
nite, but terribly elusive. In fact, the subtlety of Eriksonian identity helps
account for the vagueness that soon enveloped the term, for his ideas
are of the sort that cannot bear being popularized without at the same
time being blunted and muddied.

Erikson admits that identity, as he conceives it, is hard to grasp
because it concerns “a process ‘located’ in the core of the individual and
yet also in the core of his communal culture, a process which establishes,
in fact, the identity of those two identities.”" What he seems to mean
by this Delphic deliverance is that identity involves an interaction be-
tween the interior development of the individual personality, understood
in terms derived from the Freudian id-ego-superego model, and the
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growth of a sense of selthood that arises from participating in society,
internalizing its cultural norms, acquiring different statuses, and playing
different roles. As the individual passes through the eight stages of the
life cycle distinguished by Erikson, the ego undergoes certain experi-
ences and confronts various tasks, distinctive to each stage. These ex-
periences and tasks are related to biological maturation, but they are also
intrinsically linked through social interaction to the milieu in which one
finds oneself; the features of that milieu are in turn conditioned by the
historical situation of the culture that shapes the social world in which
the individual and his or her fellows exist. An identity crisis is a climactic
turning point in this process; it is the normal occurrence of adolescence,
but it can also be precipitated by unusual difficulties further along in the
life cycle.

This conception of identity developed from Erikson’s clinical expe-
rience as a psychoanalyst working chiefly with children, and from re-
flection upon his own life experience as a European refugee intellectual
who traveled widely in the United States and was acquainted with some
of the leading social scientists of his generation. The rise of Adolf Hitler
and World War II contributed to his interest in the interaction between
large-scale historical movements and the development of individual per-
sonality, and it was against the background of World War [I that Erikson
first began to use the term identity.

Knowledge of his work was at first confined to professionals in psy-
chology and related fields, but by the late 1950s his reputation began to
reach a larger public. The appearance in 1963 of a second edition of
Childhood and Society (originally published in 1950) was a major event.
As other books followed in quick succession over the next few years,
Erikson and his ideas became something of a cultural phenomenon. His
study of Mahatma Gandhi won both a Pulitzer Prize and a National Book
Award. These honors, plus a biography by Coles in 1970, provided the
occasion for extensive treatment of Erikson in mass circulation maga-
zines. His being selected in 1973 to deliver the prestigious Jefterson
Lectures in the Humanities testified to Erikson’s high standing among
intellectual opinion leaders."

Erikson’s influence was crucial, but his writings were not the only
source from which the terminology of identity passed into general cir-
culation. On the contrary, Erikson was concerned as early as 1958 to
distinguish his version of identity from other usages; the following year
he insisted that identity formation, as he understood it, began where the
notion of “identification™ left off. By the late 1960s the terminological
situation had gotten completely out of hand, and Erikson tried once more
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to set the record straight. Identity was not the same as role playing, he
wrote; it was not just self-conception or self-image, and it was not simply
an answer to the faddish question, Who am 1?'*

The mentions of identification and role playing provide useful clues
to follow up in searching for other sources of interest in identity. The
term identification was introduced by Sigmund Freud to designate the
process by which the infant assimilates to itself external persons or ob-
jects. It became a key element in psychoanalytical explanations of so-
cialization in children; through the 1940s its use was confined almost
exclusively to psychologists." Gordon W. Allport was still using “iden-
tification” primarily in connection with childhood development in his
influential Nature of Prejudice (1954), but his discussion is significant
because it implied a more general applicability for the concept and linked
it with ethnicity. Conceding that the term was loosely defined, Allport
said that it conveyed “the sense of emotional merging of oneself with
others.” Then he illustrated its operation:

One of the areas where identification may most easily take
place is that of social values and attitudes. . . . Sometimes a
child who confronts a social issue for the first time will ask his
parents what attitude he should hold. Thus he may say,
“Daddy, what are we? Are we Jews or gentiles; Protestants or
Catholics; Republicans or Democrats?” When told what “we”
are, the child is fully satisfied. From then on, he will accept his
membership and the ready-made attitudes that go with it."”

Identification understood in this sense is very closely related to role
theory and reference group theory. That is, identification is involved in
the process by which persons come to realize what groups are significant
for them, what attitudes concerning them they should form, and what
kind of behavior is appropriate. Both role theory and reference group
theory were new; they were also gaining rapidly in acceptance among
sociologists and social psychologists. As they did so, the theoretical rel-
evance of identification—and the inseparably linked notion of identity—
was brought home to other social scientists besides the psychologists
who had first used these terms."

Ralph Linton’s Study of Man (1936) introduced role theory, showed
how the concept of social role was intimately linked with that of social
status, and made it possible for these two concepts to be “systematically
incorporated into a developing theory of social structure.” Role theory
quickly became a major conceptual perspective for sociology, but as
Nelson N. Foote pointed out in 1951, it lacked “a satisfactory account of
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motivation.” To explain why people were willing to be cast in certain
roles, accepting the statuses that accompanied those roles, Foote pro-
posed identification as the basis for a theory of motivation in social in-
teraction.”

Explicitly distinguishing his use of the term from Freud's, Foote
defined identification as “appropriation of and commitment to a partic-
ular identity or series of identities” on the part of an individual. ldenti-
fication “proceeds by naming,” he added, for to appropriate and be com-
mitted to an identity meant that one accepted the name (that is,
assignment to a certain category) given by others on the basis of tamily
lineage, religion, work activity, and other attributes. Appropriation of
these identities by an individual transformed social ascriptions into ele-
ments of an evolving sense of selthood and was experienced as a process
of self-discovery and self-actualization. But identities of this sort were
not imposed by society in an absolute way, and as one grew older and
was exposed to a greater variety of social situations, one could combine
and modity identities by conscious choice more effectively than was pos-
sible for a child or young person.*!

Foote's article firmly linked identification with role theory; in doing
so it laid great stress on a kind of “identity” that was different from
Erikson’s and closer to what I have called the vernacular meaning of the
word. Foote did not mention reference group theory, perhaps because it
was so new when he wrote. It was, however, quite compatible with his
analysis since it dealt with the way in which a person’s attitudes, values,
and sense of identity were shaped by alignment with, or rejection of,
“reference groups” that had significance for the individual, either posi-
tively or negatively. The expression reference group was coined only in
1942, and for the first few years its use was confined to social psychol-
ogists. In 1950 Robert Merton and Alice S. Kitt (later Alice S. Rossi)
brought the concept to the attention of the larger sociological community
in a path-breaking essay. Seven years later this discussion, revised and
enlarged, was given much greater visibility in the second edition of Mer-
ton's very influential Social Theory and Social Structure, which devoted
no fewer than 161 pages to reference groups. Being primarily interested
in systematic structural analysis, Merton did not lay much emphasis on
identity or identification. He did, however, point out the relevance of
reference group theory to these matters, and by so greatly augmenting
the prestige of a sociological approach to which they were intimately
related, he contributed importantly to popularizing the terminology of
identity.*

Identity eventually gained an even more prominent place in the
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vocabulary of the sociological school known as symbolic interactionists.
Emerging as a self-conscious group around 1940, the symbolic inter-
actionists were especially interested in the way social interaction, me-
diated through shared symbolic systems, shaped the self-consciousness
of the individual. They did not at first use the word identity in analyzing
this sort of interaction because the founding fathers of the approach,
Charles Horton Cooley and George Herbert Mead, had spoken instead
of “the self,” and that continued to be the preferred term through the
1960s. By that time, however, identity had also become a “stock technical
term” for symbolic interactionists.”" Erving Goffman and Peter L. Berger
played important roles in popularizing this sociological understanding of
identity since their works reached a more general audience than that
constituted solely by academic specialists. Goffman shifted from the ter-
minology of “the sell” to that of “identity” in his 1963 work, Stigma. In
the same year, Berger’s popular [nvitation to Sociology featured identity
quite prominently in its treatment of role theory and reference group
theory, dramaturgical sociology, and the phenomenological approach.*!

By the mid 1960s, the word identity was used so widely and so
loosely that to determine its provenance in every context would be im-
possible. But enough has been said to show that sociological traditions
of usage in role theory, reference group theory, and symbolic interac-
tionism constituted important feeder streams supplementing the prin-
cipal source of popularization, Eriksonian psychology. Besides helping
to popularize the term, sociological usage also contributed to its uncer-
tainty of meaning because the kind of identity that sociologists had in
mind was not the same as that contemplated by Erikson.

The two approaches differ most significantly on whether identity is
to be understood as something internal that persists through change or
as something ascribed from without that changes according to circum-
stance. For Erikson, the elements of interiority and continuity are indis-
pensable. Working within the Freudian tradition, he affirms that identity
is somehow “located” in the deep psychic structure of the individual.
Identity is shaped and modified by interaction between the individual
and the surrounding social milieu, but, change and crisis notwithstand-
ing, it is at bottom an “accrued confidence” in the “inner sameness and
continuity” of one’s own being.”

The sociologists, on the other hand, tend to view identity as an
artifact of interaction between the individual and society—it is essentially
a matter of being designated by a certain name, accepting that desig-
nation, internalizing the role requirements accompanying it, and behav-
ing according to those prescriptions. Foote is explicit here, and Berger
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asserts not only that identities are “socially bestowed” but that they “must
also be socially sustained, and fairly steadily so.” He adds pointedly that
this sociological view of personality challenges the assumption of con-
tinuity in the self. “Looked at sociologically, the self is no longer a solid,
given entity. . . . It is rather a process, continuously created and re-cre-
ated in each social situation that one enters, held together by the slender
thread of memory.”™" Another sociologist, acknowledging Goffman’s in-
fluence, goes even fturther by equating identity with social relationship.
“We have treated social relationship and identity as merely different terms
for referring to the same phenomena: the establishment of mutually
recognized, expected sequences of behavior in a transaction. Identity
refers to the individual's sequence of acts; relationship refers to the en-
semble of acts made up by the sequences of all the parties involved.™”

Obviously we are back at the problem of “the unity of the self,” the
emergence of which Langbaum associates with the writings of Locke
and Hume. Indeed, it is striking how closely the formulation just quoted
parallels Locke's contention that “Identity . . . consists in nothing but a
participation of the same continued Life, by constantly fleeting Particles
of Matter.” The reappearance in new form of what we might call the
philosophical problem of the soul is of considerable interest in itself, but
it is also related to an issue more immediately relevant to students of
ethnicity, namely, whether ethnic identity is something primordially
given or optionally cultivated.

The distinction between these two interpretations emerged only re-
cently; it has not, to my knowledge. been systematically explored.*
Briefly, the ditference between the two approaches is that primordialists
regard ethnicity as a given, a basic element in one's personal identity
that is simply there and cannot be changed, while optionalists hold that
ethnicity is not an indelible stamp impressed on the psyche but a di-
mension of individual and group existence that can be consciously em-
phasized or deemphasized as the situation requires. This disagreement
obviously involves a fundamental issue concerning ethnic identity, and
it just as obviously parallels the difference between the Eriksonian and
the sociological understanding of identity itself.

The parallel rests on the centrality of the question of continuity or
permanence to both sets of contrasting interpretations. In the case of
identity, Erikson insists that an inner continuity of personality perdures
through all the changes the individual undergoes in passing through the
stages of the life cycle, while the interactionists envision a flickering
succession of identities adopted and shed according to the requirements
of different social situations. In respect to ethnicity, the primordialists
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plump for permanence, whereas the optionalists believe that ethnicity
can, within certain limits, be assumed or put aside by conscious choice.

The analogy between these two sets of interpretations is striking.
But since it has never been pointed out before, much less studied in
detail, its implications are not wholly clear. One might ask, for example,
whether a person who accepts the Eriksonian version of personal identity
is thereby committed to a primordialist position on ethnic identity. The
two positions are beautifully congruent, but I would not be prepared to
argue that the one logically entails the other. On the other hand, con-
sistency would surely require an interactionist on personal identity to
adopt the optionalist view of ethnicity. The key point for the present
discussion, however, is that the analogy brings out clearly the basic
equivocation embedded in discussions of identity (including ethnic iden-
tity) as a result of the fact that different users assign different meanings
to the term. For Eriksonians/primordialists, identity is deep, internal, and
permanent; for interactionists/optionalists, identity is shallow, external,
and evanescent. It is bad enough that, in many contexts of usage, one
cannot tell which of these very different interpretations is intended. Much
worse is the likelihood that many who speak of identity are completely
oblivious of the equivocation and hence do not themselves know which
of the interpretations they intend.

Confusion arising from this source and from other perplexities of
terminology bedevils discussion at every level from popular journalism
to scholarly analysis.”” Hearings recently held by the United States Com-
mission on Civil Rights on “Civil Rights Issues of Euro-Ethnic Ameri-
cans” furnish an instructive example from the broad area of debate over
social policy. The “consultation,” as it was officially designated, took place
in 1979 and provided a sounding board for white ethnic spokespersons
unhappy about programs of the affirmative action type. Several of the
witnesses likewise expressed misgivings about the label Euro-ethnic,
which led Geno Baroni to observe: “We argue about terminology—even
the name of this meaning. . . . We don’t have the language to describe
ourselves, and America has no national sense of identity.”™ Irving M.
Levine, like Baroni a pioneer of the new ethnicity, was equally troubled
about Americans’ inability to understand the nature of identity. The sit-
uation was not helped by the careless way terms relating to race and
ethnicity are used, even by judges, and Levine suggested that it was
time for the United States Commission on Civil Rights “to clear up some
of the definitions.™"

Especially interesting were the remarks of Francis X. Femminella.
Noting that other witnesses had “talked about ethnic identity,” Fem-
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minella delivered a briel disquisition on “ethnic ego identity . . . a very
special kind of a concept.” His purpose was not merely to clarify the
ambiguities left by other testimony but also to refute the claim that ethnic
groups could not perpetuate themselves without some degree of self-
segregation. Invoking Erikson's authority, he argued that a person in-
ternalizes the social heritage of his or her group at so deep a level that
it is “damn close” to being “genetically inheritable.” For that reason,
ethnic communities need not seal themselves off from others; rather, “if
that heritage is there, then the ethnic communities will go on irrespective
of whether they have a locale.™"

These observations illustrate the affinity between Eriksonian identity
and primordialist ethnicity. The linkage has important implications from
the viewpoint of advocacy, for the intimate association thus established
between personal identity and ethnic heritage makes plausible the ar-
gument that ethnic cultures require some sort of official recognition if
the self-esteem of individuals is not to suffer damage. The respect for
the dignity of the individual demanded by the democratic ideology is
thereby extended to cover ethnic cultures that sustain the sense of per-
sonal self-worth.* Femminella did not develop this aspect of the matter,
but his remarks suggest another strategic use of this perspective in con-
troversy. For the Lriksonian theoretical framework, “where,” as Fem-
minella put it, “vou can get something going.” made it possible for him
to avoid the taint of racialism while asserting that ethnicity would perdure
indefinitely without any need for potentially divisive group self-segre-
gation.

But of course every position has the defect of its virtues. The defect
here is that so strong a primordialist argument inevitably suggests the
conclusion that, if ethnicity is bound to persist anyhow, there is no great
need for new social policies designed to foster or protect it. The optionalist
view is much better adapted for arguing in favor of new social policies
because it stresses the role of situational factors in shaping ethnic iden-
tity. Since the participants in the Euro-ethnic consultation were over-
whelmingly in favor of changes in policy, it is not surprising that they
also made use of the optionalist argument. Paul J. Asciolla was most
explicit: he said that “the concept of ethnicity as a tactor in American
culture” would “diminish or indeed vanish” if it were not “kept alive
consciously,”™

No one pointed out the contradiction between Femminella's position
and that of Asciolla. Very likely it was not even noticed; we are so ac-
customed to hearing ethnic identity talked about in both ways that the
contradictory implications pass us by. From the viewpoint of advocacy,
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it would not have been very adroit to call attention to the equivocation
of terminology anyhow, for it is clearly advantageous to be able in certain
contexts to argue that ethnic identity is fixed and in others to affirm that
it is malleable. But much as the controversialist may like having terms
that mean whatever the rhetorical situation requires, equivocation of this
sort is fatal to efforts to achieve a clear theoretical grasp of the issues. It
is likewise a grievous handicap to the forging of sound social policy
through rational debate. On that account, bringing such equivocation
out into the open is of more than purely academic interest.

Having sketched the popularization of the term and having inves-
tigated its provenance and some of its complexities, we turn now to the
matter of causes, seeking to answer the question, Why did identity so
quickly become an indispensable term in American social commentary?
A full answer would take more space than is available here, but some
comments are required to round out the semantic history of identity. We
will first consider the mystique of the social sciences and the vogue of
national character studies, which are best thought of as mediating con-
ditions that contributed to the popularization of the term. Then we will
look briefly at more substantive causes for concern with identity.

The mystique of the social sciences is relevant to the popularization
of identity because the new usage derived from the technical vocabulary
of psychology and sociology; for that reason, it shared in the aura of
cognitive authority surrounding the social sciences at midcentury. Al-
though they had emerged as autonomous disciplines around 1900, the
social sciences came into their own only after World War 1. They devel-
oped a strong corporate sense in the 1920s and created a major support
institution in the Social Science Research Council (SSRC), which quickly
attracted large-scale funding from philanthropic foundations. By the end
of the decade, the social scientific disciplines had matured sufficiently
to make possible the publication of a monumental collaborative work,
the Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, which appeared between 1930
and 1935. The New Deal opened new opportunities for public service
for economists and other social scientists. Then came World War I1. That
really brought the social scientists out of their ivory towers and set them
to work for their country, as Stuart Chase observed in an admiring survey
of the wartime accomplishments and postwar prospects of the social
sciences.™

Chase’s book The Proper Study of Mankind (1948) illustrates the
way the war enhanced the prestige of the social sciences. It was under-
taken at the suggestion of officials of the SSRC and Carnegie Corporation,
who “followed the project step by step” and provided financial support.
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The roll call of scholars who encouraged Chase and provided information
on the “mine of fresh material accumulated during the war” constituted
a veritable who's who ol the social sciences. The book itself explained
the scientific method and reviewed its achievements—many of which
were war related—in such fields as human relations, public opinion
polling, and learning theory. Reviewers hailed the book as a valuable
reconnaissance that indicated directions for future research, and it sold
well enough to justify a revised edition in 1956. By that time the intel-
lectual authority of the social sciences seemed to Chase so well estab-
lished that he said “an intelligent layman” would hesitate to form a
judgment on “complicated questions about crime or sex or the federal
budget without some background in social science—perhaps a course
or two in college, or in the extension field.”"

As supporting evidence for this dictum Chase might have cited the
role plaved by social scientific evidence in the fight for racial desegre-
gation. He might likewise have pointed to the vast readership enjoyed
by David Riesman’s Lonely Crowd (1950) and the almost equal success
of William H. Whyte, Jr.'s Organization Man (1956). With the publi-
cation in 1959 of Vance Packard’s Status Seekers, “pop sociology™ had
come of age as a literary genre with mass appeal "

These developments testify to the belief, widely held by lay people
as well as by academic intellectuals, that the social sciences could unlock
the secrets of the human condition.™ This belief goes a long way toward
explaining why identity caught on so quickly in the 1950s. Although
the word had been used in the vernacular sense for a long time, the kind
of identity talked about by psychologists and sociologists seemed to refer
to something deeper, more mysterious, and more important. It was a
matter of universal concern, since everyone had an identity, but to fathom
its involvement in harrowing “searches” and agonizing “crises” one had
to call on the special expertise of the social scientist. The association of
the term identity with the social sciences thus added to its intellectual
cachet, making it part of the conceptual equipment of the approach that
offered the best hope of solving the problems besetting American society.

Among the many problems facing American society in the years
after World War 11, understanding the national character would probably
not strike us today as one meriting high priority. Yet self-understanding
is always important, and in that era the study of national character was
regarded as one of the most exciting frontier areas of the social sciences.™
The vogue of national character studies is particularly relevant for us
because Erikson had close connections with the group of social scientists
who pioneered a new approach to the subject, and it was against the



IDENTIFYING IDENTITY 137

background of national character studies that he began to put the term
identity into circulation.

The belief that different human groups are marked by distinctive
characteristics is at least as old as Herodotus, but it had fallen into
disrepute in the 1930s as a result of its association with racialism. The
new era of scientifically respectable study of national character was in-
augurated in World War II by a group of scholars who were called upon
by agencies of the United States government to apply their skills to such
questions as how civilian morale could best be maintained or what kind
of propaganda could be most effectively employed against the enemy.
Margaret Mead was the best-known scholar involved, and she led the
way in applying to these questions the methods worked out in the 1930s
by the culture-and-personality school of anthropologists. She was one of
the founders of this school, which combined psychological assumptions
and ethnographic observation in the effort to discover how group norms
and attitudes were stamped on the personalities of individuals belonging
to different cultures. From this mode of investigation to the study of
national character was only a short step, and Margaret Mead later stated
explicitly that what were called culture-and-personality studies in the
1930s “would today [1961] be called . . . ‘national character’ [studies].”"
The degree of scientific prestige attained by this approach is best illus-
trated in the postwar Tensions Project, an ambitious collaborative inves-
tigation initiated by UNESCO and supported by the SSRC, which relied
heavily on the national character perspective in its effort to find ways of
reducing “tensions affecting international understanding.” And in 1954
the historian of nationalism Louis L. Snyder spoke respectfully of the
developing “science of national character.™"

There were national character studies of other peoples—Ruth Ben-
edict’s book on the Japanese, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946),
being especially notable—but studies of the American character were
the most popular. Margaret Mead's And Keep Your Powder Dry (1942)
opened the era in which studies of the American character became a
leading growth sector of the knowledge industry and almost the reason
for being of the new discipline (or disciplinary holding company) of
American studies.” The key point for us is that American character
studies dealt directly with the relationship of the individual and society
and explored the problem of whether, to what extent, or how the indi-
vidual's personality, character, or “identity” was shaped by the culture
in which he or she was a participant.

A direct connection can be shown between this general development
and the introduction of the term identity, since Erikson was closely
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associated with the social scientists engaged in wartime national char-
acter studies. He prepared memoranda for the Committee for National
Morale on the stresses of life on submarines, on interrogating German
prisoners of war, and on the feasibility of making psychological obser-
vations in internment camps. His major contribution was an inquiry into
Hitler's success in winning the loyalty of German youth by embodying
in himself the anxieties and fantasies of a generation that experienced
national humiliation, cultural crisis, and economic collapse. Margaret
Mead cited this study in And Keep Your Powder Dry, and Coles has
stressed its importance when discussing the impact of the war on Er-
ikson’s thinking about identity."

Erikson knew and admired Margaret Mead's work on the American
character, and he first worked out his ideas on the interaction between
“ego identity” and “group identity” in the context of the wartime inves-
tigation of national character.” The 1946 article “Ego Development and
Historical Change” was published in a specialized psychoanalytical jour-
nal and was clinically oriented, but it also showed marked affinities with
national character studies since Erikson was concerned with the way in
which the individual’s social heritage (group identity) affected the de-
velopment of personality (ego identity). It was essential, he wrote, “to
correlate a patient’s childhood history with the history of his familv’s
sedentary residence in prototypical areas (Last), in ‘backward’ areas
(South), or in ‘forward’ areas (Western and Northern frontier), as these
areas were gradually incorporated into the American version of the Anglo-
Saxon cultural identity.” In emphasizing polarities in the American group
identity, Erikson was taking over an insight first elaborated by one of his
wartime co-workers, Gregory Bateson, in a paper “Morale and National
Character.” As heir to a history of extreme contrast and abrupt changes,
said Erikson, the “functioning American . . . bases his final ego-identity
on some tentative combination of dynamic polarities such as migratory
and sedentary, individualistic and standardized, competitive and coop-
erative, pious and free-thinking. etc.” Touching on the challenges of the
war experience, Erikson spoke of the “subliminal panic” that accom-
panied “the large scale testing of the American identity” in the war.
“Historical change.” he declared. “has reached a coercive universality
and a global acceleration which is experienced as a threat to the emerging
American identity,”"

Erikson reworked much of this material for the chapter of Childhood
and Society (1950) entitled “Reflections on the American ldentity.” This
chapter marks a milestone in the semantic history of identity because
it was the first major publication in which the expression American
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identity was used as the equivalent of American character. Reverting
again to the subject of polarities, Erikson began by observing that vir-
tually all characteristically American traits have opposites that are like-
wise characteristically American. “This, one suspects,” he continued in
the second sentence of the chapter, * is true of all ‘national characters’
or (as 1 would prefer to call them) national identities.” Although dis-
tinctive in being based primarily on Erikson's clinical experience as a
psychoanalytical therapist. the chapter was clearly in the tradition of
commentaries on the American character. Thus Erikson made reference
to Vernon Louis Parrington’s work, alluded to the legacies of Puritanism
and the frontier, and touched on many other familiar themes of national
character commentary,*

That identity could be used alternatively for character in an era
when national character studies were extremely popular doubtless helped
to smooth the way for its rapid acceptance. But that is surely not a
sufficient explanation for the enormous success of the term. Identity,
after all, gained much greater currency than character ever had, and its
popularity continued long after the vogue of national character studies
was forgotten. Its having been launched in the favorable climate created
by the interest in national character studies and its prestige as a term
taken from the technical vocabulary of social science must therefore be
understood as factors that mediated its popularization rather than being
regarded as decisive causes.

What, then, was the decisive cause? The most important consid-
eration, I would say, was that the word identity was ideally adapted to
talking about the relationship of the individual to society as that perennial
problem presented itsell to Americans at midcentury. More specifically,
identity promised to elucidate a new kind of conceptual linkage between
the two elements of the problem, since it was used in reference to, and
dealt with the relationship of, the individual personality and the ensemble
of social and cultural features that gave different groups their distinctive
character.

The relationship of the individual to society has always been prob-
lematic for Americans because of the surpassing importance in the na-
tional ideology of the values of freedom, equality, and the autonomy of
the individual. Alexis de Tocqueville analyzed in classical fashion how
democratic principles and equalitarian social conditions gave rise to an
“individualism” (a word he effectively introduced into the lauguage) that
tended to shrivel a man’s consciousness of solidarity with his fellows,
throwing him forever back upon himself alone and threatening to “shut
[him| up in the solitude of his own heart.”" He did not, of course, use
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the term identity in this connection, but it is impossible for today’s reader
not to think of “identity problems” on encountering Tocqueville’s un-
cannily modern diagnosis of the psychological strains created by uncer-
tainties of status and his description of the strange restlessness that made
Americans “serious and almost sad even in their pleasures.”" It is also
easy to understand why there was in the 1950s an admiration for Toc-
queville that approached veneration, for “the isolation of the individual
and the atomization of society” that he described in Jacksonian times
anticipated the discovery of mass society that loomed so large in the
landscape of American social commentary at midcentury.™

The post—World War 11 critique of mass society drew on a variety of
sources, but what gave it compelling urgency and made it a matter of
general concern was undoubtedly the frightening rise of totalitarianism
followed by the catastrophe of world war. Refugee intellectuals, who had
special reason to abhor totalitarianism, were important contributors to
the critique of mass culture, and one influential group—the so-called
Frankfurt School, whose “dialectical method” fused Marxist and Freud-
ian perspectives—saw in American society tendencies that could well
eventuate in totalitarianism and that were already producing “authori-
tarian personalities” susceptible to fascism.” The relation of the individ-
ual to society was the crucial issue for critics of mass society, who dis-
cussed it in terms of “alienation.” “anxiety,” “anomie,” “ethnocentrism,”
“status consciousness,” “conformity,” and “the need for belonging."” Ries-
man introduced “other-directedness,” and the title of his book—The
Lonely Crowd—epitomized the central problem: personal isolation in a
mass society. Handlin's book The Uprooted, published a year after Ries-
man’s volume, explored a different dimension of American social expe-
rience, but it also put into circulation a term—uprootedness—that added
a new strain of poignance to the interpretation of the relation of the
individual to American society.

In these circumstances the questions, Who am 17 and, Where do |
belong became inevitable. Identity was, in a sense, what the discussion
was all about. As Erikson noted in 1950, “we begin to conceptualize
matters of identity at the very time in history when they become a prob-
lem.” The study of identity, he believed, was “as strategic in our time as
the study of sexuality was in Freud's time.” Understood as a concept
of the social sciences, “identity” thus gained its original currency because
of its aptness for discussing one of the issues that dominated the Amer-
ican intellectual horizon of the 1950s, “the survival of the person in mass
society.” In those days the characteristic problem centered on “the
search for identity,” which was thought to arise primarily from the in-
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dividual’s feeling of being rootless and isolated in a swarming, anonymous
throng. In the next decade the cultural climate changed drastically, and
the mass society problem receded far into the background. But the word
identity did not decline with the fading interest in the problems that
first called for employment of the concept; on the contrary, it gained
even greater popularity. The problem of the relation of the individual to
society assumed new forms in the turmoil of the 1960s, but identity was
more relevant than ever—only now it was of “identity crises” that one
heard on every hand.

Few who lived through that troubled time would deny that the
expression identity crisis spoke with greater immediacy to the American
condition than the formula search for identity. For the nation did go
through a profound crisis—social, political, and cultural—between the
assassination of John F. Kennedy and the resignation of Richard Nixon.
The ingredients of the crisis—racial violence, campus disruptions, an-
tiwar protests, cultural upheaval, and the abuse of official power and
betrayal of public trust—need no elaboration. The point is that the na-
tional crisis translated itself to the ordinary citizen as a challenge to all
individuals to decide where they stood with respect to the traditional
values, beliefs, and institutions that were being called into question, and
with respect to the contrasting interpretations being offered of American
society, American policies, and the American future. In other words, the
national crisis brought about a reexamination on a massive scale of the
relationship between the individual and society. That was the relationship
with which identity dealt, and in innumerable cases the reexamination
was sufficiently intense to make the expression identity crisis seem
very apt.

Within the context of cultural crisis, the revival of ethnicity deserves
special attention as perhaps the most important legacy of the 1960s so
far as usage of identity is concerned. There is in the nature of the case
a close connection between the notion of identity and the awareness of
belonging to a distinctive group set apart from others in American society
by race, religion, national background, or some other cultural marker.
As a matter of fact, Erikson alluded to the acculturation of immigrants
immediately after drawing attention in 1950 to the timeliness of identity
as an analytical concern. Looking back twenty years later, he underscored
his own experience as an immigrant in tracing the developing his think-
ing about identity: “It would seem almost self-evident now how the con-
cepts of ‘identity’ and ‘identity crisis’ emerged from my personal, clinical,
and anthropological observations in the thirties and forties. I do not re-
member when [ started to use these terms; they seemed naturally



142 COMING TO TERMS WITH ETHNICITY

grounded in the experience of emigration, immigration, and American-
ization.”™'

That is certainly plausible. But the connection between Erikson’s
personal experience and his sensitivity to identity problems doubtless
seemed clearer by 1970 because of the growth of interest in ethnicity in
the intervening years and because of the new respectability gained by
ethnic consciousness, In the late 1940s, assimilation was thought to have
eroded immigrant cultures almost entirely, and the lingering vestiges of
group consciousness seemed not only archaic but also potentially dys-
functional as sources of ethnocentrism, antiintellectualism, and isola-
tionist sentiment.” Even Herberg, who first stressed the linkage between
ethnicity and the search for identity, believed ethnic identities were being
replaced by religious identities. The black revolution of the 1960s and
the subsequent emergence of the new ethnicity changed all that. These
movements affirmed the durability of ethnic consciousness, gave it le-
gitimacy and dignity, and forged an even more intimate bond between
the concepts of ethnicity and identity. And these developments not only
took place against the background of the national identity crisis; they
were also dialectically related to it—that is, ethnic or minority identities
became more appealing options because of the discrediting of traditional
Americanism brought about by the racial crisis and the Vietnam War,>»
As Nathan Glazer pointed out in 1975, a situation had by then developed
in “the ecology of identities” in which, for the first time in American
history, it seemed more attractive to many individuals to affirm an ethnic
identity than to atfirm that one was simply an American.” The evidence
cited earlier from the consultation on Euro-ethnics indicates that ethnic
identity is still perceived to be closely related to group concerns and social
policy, which supports the contention that the ethnic revival has had the
most enduring effect on usage of the term identity.

Thus far the semantic history of identity. What can we conclude
from it? Three reflections of special relevance for historians suggest
themselves. The first is simply a plea for wider application of the historical
approach as a method for clarifying ambiguous concepts. Not many
American historians have undertaken investigations of this sort, although
there are a few outstanding examples.™ Without claiming to have cleared
up all the problems associated with identity, I would argue that the
present study has brought to light much that was not known about it
betore and that could never have been discovered by purely systematic
conceptual analysis.

Second, I would suggest that historians interested in problems in-
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volving identity acquaint themselves with the sociological writings about
the subject in addition to resorting to the works of Erikson. There are,
as we have seen, important differences between the two interpretations.
Erikson's is by far the better known; for certain purposes, however, the
sociological perspective may offer a more usetul conceptual framework
for analyzing socio-historical influences on identity than Erikson’s pri-
marily psychological approach.” In any case, familiarity with both brings
into sharper focus the distinctive assumptions of each and thereby assists
historians in reaching their own conclusions as to how the concept of
identity should be handled.

The final point to be emphasized is the obvious one that historians
need to be very careful in talking about identity and highly critical in
assessing the way others talk about it. The term can legitimately be
employed in a number of ways. It may, for example, mean no more than
that a person or group is known by a certain name, but it may also be
used in reference to the distinguishing characteristics marking whatever
is known by that name or to the ensemble of cultural features that
collectively constitutes the larger reality with which a person or group
is identified through a certain name.” Erikson seems at times to encom-
pass all of these senses in his notion of identity, but his characteristic
emphasis is on a crucial psychic ingredient. something within the per-
sonality of the individual that makes it possible “to experience one’s self
as something that has continuity and sameness, and to act accordingly.™
Adding to the already great likelihood of confusion arising from this array
of possible meanings is the ambiguity stemming from the fact that the
sociologists most apt to talk about identity understand it in a quite dif-
ferent way.

For these reasons, responsible use of the term demands a lively
sensitivity to the intrinsic complexities of the subject matter with which
it deals and careful attention to the need for precision and consistency
in its application. But of course its enormous popularization has had just
the opposite effect: as identity became more and more of a cliché, its
meaning grew progressively more diffuse, thereby encouraging increas-
ingly loose and irresponsible usage. The depressing result is that a good
deal of what passes for discussion of identity is little more than portentous
incoherence, and the historian need not be intimidated into regarding it
as more than that."* What is called for, rather, is confidence in the tra-
ditional critical skills of the historical craft. By applying them with care,
historians can make a contribution to better understanding of a signifi-
cant problem in contemporary American culture.
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Americans All

This essay follows a methodological approach somewhat different from
that employed in the previous chapters. Although close attention is paid
to semantic complexities, the primary focus here is on a major historical
experience—participation in World War 1I-—which profoundly shaped
the way Americans thought of themselves as a people, both at the time
and for a long generation thereafter.” That the war had this effect on our
collective sense of national identity was the most important intellectual
discovery 1 made in working up the entry for the Harvard Encyclopedia
of American Ethnic Groups. “Americans All” was the first article to appear
as an offshoot of that project, and its relation to the overall interpretation
advanced there is sketched in the introductory section of the essay.

A shorter version of “Americans All" was presented at the 1980
meeting of the European Association for American Studies, held in Am-
sterdam, and appeared among the papers published from that convention
in the volume entitled The American Identity: Fusion and Fragmenta-
tion.” The expanded version that follows here was published in the Re-
view of Politics for October 1981. Although several of the issues it deals
with are also treated in other essays included in this volume, I have not
attempted to eliminate duplication of coverage. “Americans All"” has its
own integrity as a first effort to sketch the broad outlines of the war's
impact on our national self-understanding, and I let it stand in the form
it had in that first attempt.

Ithough it is four decades since the United States entered World War

I, some aspects of the nation's wartime experience are still virtually
unstudied. Military and diplomatic historians have labored productively
for many years, but historians interested in American social and intel-
lectual developments are just beginning to turn their attention to the
wartime era. Recent general studies by Richard Polenberg and John M.
Blum are especially welcome since, by drawing greater attention to the
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period, they should stimulate further research.' There is much left to be
done because the war affected practically every dimension of American
life. The present essay deals with one of its less obvious effects—the way
in which it shaped the thinking of a whole generation on the subject of
American identity.

The expression American identity had not yet come into use in World
War 1II. In those days people spoke instead of American nationality or
American character. All of these terms are elusive and. in many cases,
simply vague. We need not enter into all the semantic complications, but
a few preliminary comments are required for the discussion that follows.*
In the first place, we should note that the underlying question in many
contexts where these terms appear is, What does it mean to be an Amer-
ican? Although a straightforward and seemingly simple question, it raises
issues of the deepest sort about the values we hold as a people, the goals
we should pursue, the loyalties we may legitimately cherish, and the
norms of conduct we ought to follow. These issues are not only contro-
versial in that Americans will disagree about the appropriate answers;
they are also inherently difficult in that they are subtle, complex, and
resistant to perspicuous formulation. In view of these facts it is not sur-
prising that discussions of American identity have historically been
marked by a good deal of conceptual unclarity and impassioned mis-
understanding,

From the earliest days of our national existence, elements of ideology
and ethnicity have figured prominently in these discussions. Ideology
here refers to the foundational values of freedom, equality, and com-
mitment to self-government under law which served as the justification
for the colonies’ separation from the mother country, and on which the
Founding Fathers erected the constitutional fabric. The ideological ele-
ment in American identity, in other words, comprises the universalistic
political and social principles for which the Republic stands, and through
adherence to which individuals identify themselves with the nation. Eth-
nicity, on the other hand, refers to the more particularistic dimensions
of group consciousness that have marked the American people, or por-
tions of them, causing them to think of themselves, and to be thought
of by others, as belonging to a distinctive community, set apart from
others by race, religion, language, national derivation, or some combi-
nation of these and other cultural features.

A historical review of the evolution of American thinking on identity
shows that ideological and ethnic elements have interacted in complex
ways and that their relative salience has varied from one epoch to another.
For the revolutionary and immediate postrevolutionary generations, ideo-
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logical themes predominated strongly. In the years 1830-60, however,
religion—specifically the Roman Catholicism of so many immigrants—
became the focal point in controversies over what it meant to be an
American. In fact, the word Americanization was first used to refer to
immigrant assimilation in the Know-Nothing debates of the 1850s. Eth-
nic elements attained their greatest salience in the era that spanned the
years from 1890 to the mid 1920s. Religious feeling still ran high, and
by then Jews were numerous enough to play a prominent role, especially
since they produced writers who helped establish the terms of discourse
with respect to national identity. Israel Zangwill, who put the symbol of
the melting pot in circulation, and Horace Kallen, who propounded the
theory of cultural pluralism, were both Jews. In this era racialism was
triumphant, both as scientific doctrine and as popular sentiment. Com-
bining with the chauvinism brought on by the war, and with postwar
cultural panic, racialist nativism brought about a reversal of America’s
century-old tradition of almost completely unrestricted immigration.

In the half-century that has passed since the climax of nativism in
the 1920s, there was first an ebbing and then (after the mid 1960s) a
resurgence of the ethnic dimension in thinking on national identity.
When ethnicity was most recessive (from about 1940 to the early 1960s)
the ideological aspect of American identity was given greater emphasis
than it had received since the days of the Founding Fathers. In the
following pages we will explore some of the factors related to the decline
of attention to the ethnic dimension after the mid 1920s and-then ex-
amine the role played by World War II in accentuating the ideological
conception of American identity.

Nineteen twenty-four is the place to begin, because the passage that
year of the national origins quota law ended a century of massive overseas
immigration, satisfied the demands of the restrictionists, and permitted
Americans hitherto alarmed about the immigrant peril to relax. As a
result, the 1924 law inaugurated an era in which ethnic concerns faded
from consciousness as important public issues. It is true that religious
and ethnocultural feelings played a prominent role in the Al Smith cam-
paign of 1928, but that contest proved a kind of epilogue to the era when
passions of this sort loomed large in public controversy.’

The Great Depression was most decisive in pushing ethnocultural
considerations into the background, but a reassessment of the concept
of race contributed to this result by undercutting traditional ideas about
group life. These shifting views on the nature of group life and intergroup
relations become rather complicated, and they demand careful analysis.
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The traditional view. which dominated in the late nineteenth century
and reached its climax in the first two decades of the twentieth, held
that inborn racial qualities determined the kind of culture a people could
create. Since cultures could be ranked on a scale from lower to higher,
and since race and nationality blurred together, the old racial theory jibed
nicely with restrictionists’ claims that the new immigrants from eastern
and southern Europe were overwhelming and degrading American cul-
ture. Indeed, it gave shape through the national origins device to the
kind of restriction enacted in the 1924 law. The national origins principle
was not abandoned in law till the mid sixties, but the racial theory it
embodied had been discredited long betore. World War 11 confirmed the
shift at the level of popular thinking, but the crucial change in educated
opinion came in the fifteen years before the war.

Social scientists were the first to repudiate the older racialism.
Among them. the anthropologists—Franz Boas first of all—claim pride
of place, not merely because they led the way in the critique of racialism,
but also because the anthropological concept of culture replaced race as
the key to understanding human groups. Boas had struggled for many
years against the view that cultural phenomena were racially linked, but
his interpretation did not attain the status of anthropological orthodoxy
until the 1920s. Thereafter a sharp disjunction was posited between race
as the realm of the biologically determined and culture as the domain of
learned behavior, human creativity, and spiritual freedom.’

The incompatibility of this view with the older racialism was obvious,
and by 1930 social scientists had nearly all discarded the latter, even
though it required some of them to repudiate their previously published
opinions.” Not so obvious at first were the far-reaching implications of
the culture concept as an analytical and interpretive principle. Boas en-
larged on some of these matters in a 1928 volume entitled Anthropology
and Modern Life, of which a reviewer said that it annihilated “the bases
of almost all the prejudices and passions on which modern society rests.™
But two of Boas’s students were even more effective in bringing the
anthropological perspective to the attention of the general reading public.

The first was Margaret Mead. Her Coming of Age in Samoa informed
a wide readership in 1928 that adolescence was not the psychologically
stressful experience in Samoa that it was in Western society because of
culturally conditioned differences in family structure, attitudes toward
sex, and so on. The youthful anthropologist—only twenty-three when
she went to Samoa—underscored the implications of her study for Amer-
icans. Besides the general point that personality was shaped by cultural
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norms and institutions, she stressed the relativity of such norms and
institutions, the need for tolerance and open-mindedness in evaluating
human conduct, and the desirability of educating American youngsters
in such a way as to enable them to choose without feelings of guilt among
the many competing value systems and styles of life offered by the het-
erogeneous society in which they dwelt.”

Ruth Benedict was also a student of Franz Boas, and her book Pat-
terns of Culture (1934) reaffirmed the message of cultural relativism and
the need for tolerance. Yet this work, probably the most widely read
anthropological study ever written, was even more important in popu-
larizing the view that a culture was not simply a collection of discrete
institutions and traits but an integrated complex, more or less tightly
organized around some animating vision, central motif, or generalized
attitude toward reality. So understood, a culture had to be viewed hol-
istically, for none of its specific features could be adequately grasped
without reference to the pattern of which they formed a part. A culture
was something like an art style—it represented the collective response
of a people to what Benedict called the “great arc” of human possibilities.
This did not mean that all cultures were equally appealing; but appre-
ciating the diversity of cultures helped to liberate one from the impera-
tives of one’s own culture and provided a perspective from which to assay
its dominant traits.”

By the eve of World War 11, the culture concept was fast becoming
“the foundation stone of the social sciences.” Even historians—a group
notoriously laggard in matters methodological—saw the light by 1939,
when the program chairman for their annual convention decided that
“the time was ripe for a discussion of the cultural approach and for an
attempt to try it out in different fields.” The first group of topics treated
in the published version of the sessions dealt with immigration history
under the rubric “Cultural Groups.” Not all the contributors drew the
same inferences from the culture concept. however; one distinguished
scholar even suggested that nativism might be a very positive thing from
the cultural perspective, since by retarding the assimilation of immigrants
it helped preserve cultural diversity."

Differences in interpretation were natural enough because the an-
thropological concept was rather spongy in itself, and because it overlay
older, more informal, senses of the word culture. In addition, sociologists
had also done much work on human groups, and, as the two disciplines
mutually influenced and borrowed from each other, their terminologies
“half-blended in a grand confusion.™' Since these obscurities of termi-
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nology shrouded real conceptual ambiguities, we must look more closely
at what the sociologists were doing and at some of the more problematic
terms that were used in the discussion of ethnic affairs.

What Franz Boas and Columbia University were to anthropology,
Robert E. Park and the University of Chicago were to sociology. One
authority dates the beginnings of scientific sociology in the United States
from the publication of The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, by
Park’s colleague and friend, W. 1. Thomas, and his Polish associate, Flo-
rian Znaniecki."” Personal difficulties led to Thomas's departure from
Chicago about the time the book was published in 1918, but Park carried
on the tradition and made racial and ethnic relations a leading special-
ization as sociology came of age. And although the lay person often has
trouble distinguishing between the work of a sociologist and an anthro-
pologist, there was a significant difference between the Parkian approach
and that of the anthropologists.

Because of their fascination with culture, anthropologists were pre-
disposed toward an internalist approach to the study of human groups—
they focused primarily on the group considered in itself, its norms, in-
stitutions, and the patterns that gave it coherence. They spoke of ac-
culturation and cultural change, to be sure, but these matters were log-
ically secondary, since one had to understand a culture before one could
analyze its modifications. There was thus an implicit tendency toward
what we might call analytical isolationism—considering each group as
an isolated unit—and the characteristic work of anthropologists was car-
ried out in remote corners of the earth, among primitive groups whose
cultures could be grasped in the round."

Park’s intellectual disposition was very difficult."' He had been a
newspaperman before turning to academic life, and the metropolis was
his natural milieu. For him the primary fact about group life in the
modern world was not that each group had its own distinctive culture
but that all groups were being thrown into contact with each other, were
reacting to each other, and were mutually influencing each other in all
sorts of ways. Getting an intelligible grip on this melee was one of the
chief tasks of social science, and to do that, one obviously needed a
perspective that highlighted the processes of interaction between groups
rather than the peculiarities of each group considered in itself.

Park’s formulation of the interaction process became famous as the
“race relations cycle.” It envisioned a four-stage sequence, of which the
first was competition. Here the groups involved might not even be aware
of their relationship to each other, since competition was mostly a matter
of economic interdependence mediated through the marketplace, the
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division of labor, and so on. The stage of conflict ensued when groups
became aware of their interconnection and strove to get the better of
each other by divers means, the most extreme of which was war. Ac-
commodation, the third stage, represented “the unstable equilibrium
achieved by conflicting parties who became weary of the struggle . . .
and agreed . . . to limit their claims and coexist with potential rivals.” In
the final stage, assimilation, the groups in question forged more intimate
links by what Park called “a process of interpenetration and fusion in
which persons and groups acquire the memories and sentiments and
attitudes of other persons and groups, and, by sharing their experience
and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural life.”"

Although he spoke of “a common cultural life,” Park did not visualize
it as requiring a high degree of cultural integration. Rather, he believed
a modern society could function effectively if its constituent elements all
conformed to a minimum of general norms that enabled them to get
along together and cooperate in carrying out essential collective tasks.'
He departed here from the view implicit in much anthropological work
that there was something intrinsicially unhealthy about a society whose
cultural features were not all of a piece. This difference is quite important
because it suggests that the Parkian version of “assimilation” could ac-
commodate a greater amount of internal diversity than could the an-
thropological concept of culture, despite the fact that culture rather than
assimilation was usually associated with the idea of tolerance for diversity.
The difference noted above is also significant because it reflected a really
crucial divergence between the Parkian and the anthropological ap-
proaches—that is, Park’s interaction model of group relations was a dy-
namic one in which conflict and change were built in, whereas the view
popularized by Ruth Benedict squinted toward stasis and made contact
with outsiders a problematic business."”

This perhaps puts too fine a point on the contrast, but it was never-
theless real. And it was important, for it involved different criteria for
evaluating the health of a society. Conflict, for Park, was not necessarily
a morbid symptom; nor were differences in interests, goals, and values
among the constituent groups making up the society. In Benedict’s per-
spective, however, these would be morbid symptoms, for her interpre-
tation of culture assumed internal coherence and harmony as funda-
mental requirements for social health. This underlying contrast was not
brought clearly into the open and analyzed in the 1930s, with the result
that submerged ambiguities persisted in the discussion of acculturation,
assimilation, tolerance for diversity, and other matters related to ethnicity.
The conceptual situation was made even more complex by semantic
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uncertainties associated with other terms that figured prominently in the
discussion. We will look at three of these terms—minority, ethnocen-
trism, and prejudice.

The term minority, or minority group, entered the discussion in
1932 when Donald Young gave the title American Minority Peoples to a
general study of group relations in the United States. He introduced the
term because there was no other word that embraced strictly racial
groups, those set off by “alien national cultural traits.” and those (such
as Asians) in which biological and cultural features combined. Young
wanted an inclusive term, for he regarded the problems and principles
of group relations as being “remarkably similar,” no matter what groups
were involved. In other words, he agreed with Park that interaction be-
tween groups was more significant than their inborn qualities. His mi-
nority concept caught on quickly and weakened the older racialism, not
merely by providing an alternative term for racial groups, but by redi-
recting attention toward the placement of groups in the social order as
a whole."

Young knew he was introducing a neologism of sorts, and he justified
it briefly in his Preface. “To most of us,” he wrote, “the word ‘minority’
has political connotations in that it calls to mind a political party which
is not in power.” Since he avoided this usage in his book, he did not
think his “special application” would cause confusion." But this was
straining at a gnat! The real potential for confusion, and the explosive
political connotations, derived from the use of the same word for years
in connection with the “minorities problem™ of Central Europe. This
Young simply overlooked. But as his terminology entered into general
circulation, the question naturally arose whether American minorities
were like those of Europe and, if so, whether they might not be dangerous,
since the latter were associated with extreme nationalism and the threat
of Balkanization. Nazi exploitation of minority resentments, and the fifth
column menace, magnified the peril in the later thirties. Hence, though
discussion of American minorities usually stressed the need for tolerance
and mutual understanding, there was also an undercurrent of uneasiness
and latent hostility.™

In contrast to minority, “ethnocentrism” was a concept that aroused
quite unambiguous feelings. It was a bad thing, and everyone was against
it. But, it not ambiguous, this was at least puzzling, since ethnocentrism
was the by-product—or was it the cause?—of the tight cultural cohesion
that anthropologists seemed to regard as healthy in primitive groups.
Indeed, the term had been introduced in William Graham Sumner’s
ethnological classic, Folkways (1906), among a cluster of coinages (in-
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cluding the perennial favorites, in-group and out-group) all of which
referred to the phenomenon of intense group solidarity.*” Why, then, had
the concept become so repugnant by the 1930s? The article on ethno-
centrism in the Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences (1931) throws some
light on the question.

The author, George P. Murdock, a leading anthropologist, quoted
Sumner’s definition of ethnocentrism as “that view of things in which
our own group is the center of everything, and all others are scaled and
rated with reference to it.” This implied not simply approval for one's
fellows, but fear, suspicion, and hostility toward outsiders and their ways.
Ethnocentrism, Murdock declared, was a manifestation of the herd in-
stinct; essentially irrational and primitive, it resembled the “group ego-
tism” Wolfgang Koehler had observed among apes. Conceding that it
had survival value, Murdock stressed its negative effects in causing fric-
tion between groups, and he linked it to such contemporary phenomena
as chauvinistic nationalism, race prejudice, and lynchings. Such fruits
proved how undesirable ethnocentrism was, and Murdock noted hope-
fully that education might diminish its force and promote “toleration,
catholicity and cosmopolitanism™ in its place. He concluded with just a
touch of disciplinary smugness—not to call it professional ethnocen-
trism—by claiming that the social sciences were particularly well suited
to promote intergroup understanding because they specialized in ex-
plaining cultural diversities.*

Well, perhaps. But these social scientists failed to address a question
that seems obvious to us. To wit: If ethnocentrism is so destructive, does
that not discredit ethnicity itself as a legitimate principle of group cohe-
sion? Admittedly, it's a lot easier for us to ask the question today, since
we have the term ethnicity and they didn’t. But those who commented
on these matters in the thirties were certainly acquainted with what we
now call ethnicity. That was what they usually had in mind in talking
about cultural groups, and the notion of cultural pluralism was based on
the assumption that ethnic diversity was a good thing and should be
preserved. But, to repeat, how could such diversity be a good thing if the
ethnocentrism that was central to preserving ethnic distinctiveness was
such a bad thing? Since the question was never put in those stark terms,
it was, of course, never answered.* But neither was it ever made clear—
and perhaps it was not even recognized—that the remedies recom-
mended for ethnocentrism (i.e., tolerance and cosmopolitanism) would
inevitably work against the preservation of ethnocultural diversity be-
cause they were bound to weaken the internal solidarity of groups and
blur the boundaries between them.”' Indeed, these remedies were ac-
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tually prescriptions for assimilation, scandalous as this assertion might
seem to our latter-day prophets of pluralism and ethnicity.

Robert Park would not have been scandalized by such an assertion.”
Recall that the assimilation he described envisioned groups, formerly in
conflict, getting along by mutual give-and-take. Assimilation presumed
enough agreement on basic matters to permit a peaceable common life,
but beyond that people were free to do as they pleased. The situation
was best exemplified in the great cities, where all sorts of groups pursued
their special interests or followed their distinctive ways. The urbane
cosmopolitan might savor this spectacle of diversity. The ordinary citizen
was more apt to ignore it, either from pure indillerence or from a careless
attitude of live and let live. Both reactions were acceptable forms of
tolerance in the Parkian system.

While Park thus prized tolerance, he was not unduly scandalized by
prejudice. This statement strikes the modern ear as scandalous in itself,
because prejudice has come to be viewed as a pathological attitude, the
mark of a diseased mind. But this psychological view of prejudice was
hardly adumbrated before 1939, and it established itself firmly only in
the next decade, the appearance in 1950 of The Authoritarian Person-
ality being the decisive landmark. In the twenties and thirties, the con-
cept of prejudice was very much in flux. Or, more accurately, it was
gradually becoming a technical concept besides being an everyday term
of ordinary discouse. It had not yet emerged as a generalized something-
in-itself' that could act as an independent variable. Thus one finds no
entry under “Prejudice” in the Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, and
the heading “Race Prejudice” vields only: “See Race Conflict.”™

Which brings us back to Park and why it is possible to say, without
slandering his memory, that he was not unduly scandalized by prejudice.
Competition and conflict were built into his theory of intergroup relations.
Feelings of antagonism between groups naturally accompanied these
phases of the race relations cycle. Prejudice considered as a form of
hostility, or a predisposition toward it, was quite intelligible within this
theoretical framework. In 1924, Park suggested that prejudice might be
understood as a disposition to maintain the “social distance” between
groups and that it was most apt to be called into play when change
threatened to disturb the relative statuses of groups. Four years later, he
distinguished between racial prejudice and racial antipathy—the former
being a conservative, but quite rational, resistance to status-threatening
change; the latter referring to the quasi-instinctive repugnance aroused
by perceived differences between races, especially those connected with
the sense of smell.*”
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The distinction never caught on.” It is true that some commentators
of the thirties stressed the role of prejudice in maintaining exploitive
economic relationships, which was roughly in line with Park’s view that
prejudice was more a rational than an irrational phenomenon.* But the
general drift of thinking was in the opposite direction. One reason for
this was the belief that prejudice sprang from ethnocentrism and was
therefore grounded in the same primitive herd instinct.” Ultimately more
important was that prejudice was increasingly claimed as a subject ap-
propriate for psychological, rather than sociological, analysis.

Park’s concept of social distance played a role here. After being put
into operation by Emory S. Bogardus, who devised a way to measure it
on a friendliness-hostility scale, it became an important element in the
early development of attitudinal surveys.” Among the social psycholo-
gists, prejudice was associated from the first with “stereotyping,”* and
other less than fully rational operations, and, because of the survey tech-
niques employed, the focus of interest shifted from relations between
groups to the attitudinal makeup of individuals. Psychoanalytical per-
spectives came into prominence after 1940, especially as a result of the
work of the refugee scholars linked to the strongly Freudian Frankfurt
School, whose outlook shaped the research that went into The Author-
itarian Personality and many other studies of prejudice in the postwar
decade. As a result of these developments, prejudice and discrimination
came to be accounted for in terms of intolerant personality structure
rather than conflicting group interests.

Besides establishing the psychoanalytical perspective, the refugee
scholars reoriented the study of prejudice by giving much greater prom-
inence to anti-Semitism. This was obviously the result of Hitlerism and
the war. Perhaps the reader has wondered if we would ever get to the
war. We are almost there; but first let me sum up the situation on the
eve of its outbreak, adding a few descriptive generalizations about matters
that cannot be discussed in detail.

The first generalization is that, despite all the conceptual ambigui-
ties, there was growing evidence of sympathetic interest in minority
groups and their place in American life.” The prevailing assumption in
the late thirties was that national minorities were being assimilated rap-
idly but that the racial split was a more stubborn matter and might even
have the permanence of a caste division.” Most observers regarded as-
similation benignly, but many were also troubled by the decline of di-
versity. Almost no one contemplated the indefinite perpetuation of im-
migrant cultures without change, but forced Americanization programs
were uniformly deprecated.” There was also a quickening of interest in
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second-generation immigrants, whose marginal status between two cul-
tures was believed to entail much psychic distress. The popular Slo-
venian-born writer Louis Adamic spoke of a “psychological civil war”
being waged in the souls of new Americans, and he campaigned for
equality of emphasis on “Ellis Island and Plymouth Rock.™

Accompanying the sympathetic concern for minorities and cultural
diversity was severe disapproval of nationalism, ethnocentrism, and prej-
udice. ™ The grotesque but frightening rise of Nazi racism not only rein-
forced this disapproval but made the whole matter more urgent because
organized anti-Semitism was growing by leaps and bounds in the United
States.™ At the same time, the noisy antics of the German-American
Bund and the pro-Fascist orientation of much of the ltalian-American
press raised questions about the commitment to American principles of
some minority group members." Worries of this sort led to systematic
efforts to promote intergroup understanding and national unity on the
basis of tolerance and mutual respect. In 1937 the Progressive Education
Association set up the Commission on Intercultural Education; the next
year the association made “Education for Democracy” the special theme
of its work, a campaign that continued into the 1940s."

Motives such as these prompted the U.S. Office of Education to
sponsor a series of twenty-four radio broadcasts in 1938-39 dealing with
ethnic groups and their contributions to American life. Entitled “Amer-
icans All .. . Immigrants All,” the series was made available on records
for use by schools and civic groups. It was a prototype of much that was
to come in its insistence on the themes of tolerance and diversity in the
name of “the preservation of the ideals, aims. and spirit for which our
democracy stands.”"

A few months after “Americans All” was aired, war erupted in Eu-
rope. It exerted a profound influence on the matters we have been dis-
cussing and on the general question of how ethnicity and ideology figured
in the national identity. The first notable effect of the war was that, by
making the need for national unity more compelling, it intensified the
efforts that were already under way to cut down prejudice, improve in-
tergroup relations, and promote greater tolerance of diversity. With the
very large exception of the removal of the Japanese-Americans from the
West Coast, the government’s record was good in this area. Despite
uneasiness on the “minorities” issue, German-Americans and Italian-
Americans did not become the objects of popular suspicion or official
repression.'' Internal tensions resulting from wartime population shifts,
increasing Negro militance, and other social changes did cause serious
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concern, however, especially after outbursts of racial violence in Los
Angeles and Detroit in 1943. Gunnar Myrdal's monumental American
Dilemma, which came out the following year, underscored the need for
action, and by the end of the war no fewer than 123 national organizations
were active on the race relations front.”

The second and most crucial result of the war was that it stimulated
a great ideological reawakening." It was in the context of this revival
that activities in the sphere of intergroup relations took place. Myrdal’s
volume is revealing here, for his principal theme was the contradiction
between American racial practice and “the American Creed”—the sys-
tem of values which Myrdal believed Americans were genuinely com-
mitted to. He predicted that the war would hasten the resolution of the
dilemma posed by this contradiction because the ideological nature of
the conflict made it increasingly glaring and intolerable.’” He was quite
right. But over and above the racial problem, what stands out in retrospect
is that the monstrous contrast of Nazism galvanized Americans to a new
appreciation of their own ideological values. By 1940, even the detached
skeptic Carl Becker was sufficiently aroused to vindicate “Some Gener-
alities That Still Glitter”; and he acknowledged in doing so that Hitlerism
was what threw the merits of democracy into bold relief. At about the
same time, Max Lerner emphasized the importance of knowing “what
we believe in, what America stands for,” and the need for “a new tough-
mindedness in the service of a set of fervent convictions.” The respected
newsman Raymond Gram Swing chaired a Council for Democracy or-
ganized in the fall of 1940 the purpose of which was “to crystallize and
instill in the minds of Americans the meaning, value, and workability of
democracy as a dynamic, vital creed—just as Nazism, Fascism, and
Communism are to their adherents.” Symbolically, Bill of Rights day,
marking the 150th anniversary of the ratification of the first ten amend-
ments, fell on the first Sunday after Pearl Harbor and was commemorated
by a radio drama written by Norman Corwin and entitled “We Hold These
Truths.™

The ideological revival had a powerful, but somewhat paradoxical,
effect on thinking about intergroup relations, ethnocultural affairs, and
national identity. The substance of its message, and its practical effect,
was strongly assimilationist in tendency. That is, what was actually being
urged—indeed, required—was ideological consensus as the basis for
harmonious intergroup relations. Yet the message was couched in the
language of pluralism and diversity and gave rise to the confused impres-
sion that some sort of particularism either already was or should become
the basis of the American identity. We must look into this more closely
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before turning to a third notable effect of the war, the stimulus it gave
to explicit studies of the American character.

The statement of purposes adopted by the Common Council for
American Unity illustrates several of these points. This group—the re-
organized version of a society long interested in ethnic affairs—stated
its first aim in these words: “To help create among the American people
the unity and mutual understanding resulting from a common citizen-
ship, a common belief in democracy and the ideals of liberty, the placing
of the common good before the interests of any group, and the accep-
tance, in fact as well as in law, of all citizens, whatever their national or
racial origins, as equal partners in American society.”" The statement
went on to call for appreciation of the contributions of each group, for
tolerance of diversity, for the creation of an American culture “truly
representative” of all the people, for an end to prejudice, and for assis-
tance to immigrants who encountered difficulties in adjusting to Amer-
ican life.

Here ethnicity and pluralism of a sort are prominently featured, but
it is clearly ideology—a shared commitment to certain universalistic val-
ues—that makes Americans what thev are. Acceptance of all groups on
an equal basis and tolerance for diversity are not in themselves consti-
tutive of Americanism; rather, they derive as corollaries from “a common
belief in democracy and the ideals of liberty.” The role of the war in
sensitizing the Common Council for American Unity to these matters
was made explicit in the first issue of its journal, Common Ground, which
began publication in the fall of 1940: “Never has it been more important
that we become intelligently aware of the ground Americans of various
strains have in common . . . that we reawaken the old American Dream,
which in its powerful emphasis on the fundamental worth and dignity
of every human being, can be a bond of unity no totalitarian attack can
break,™

But because the “American Dream” was vague, or at least multi-
valent, and because totalitarianism meant forced uniformity—the bar-
barous Gleichschaltung of the Nazis—it was an easy transition to the
view that diversity as such was the essence of the American system. The
transition was made almost inevitable by the popularization of the term
cultural pluralism. Horace Kallen coined this term in 1924, contrasting
the ideal for which it stood to assimilation or Americanization.” In his
original formulation, cultural pluralism prescribed the indefinite per-
petuation of immigrant cultures and envisioned the United States as a
federation of ethnic nationalities rather than being a country with a
nationality of its own. While extreme and unrealistic, this was at least
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tairly clear. Kallen’s concept attracted almost no attention for a number
of years. By the time the expression came into general usage in World
War 11, the original meaning had faded from memory, and the notion of
cultural pluralism became hopelessly amorphous.®™ In most cases, it sig-
nified merely that the speaker believed diversity was a good thing and
always to be prized—unless. of course, it was “divisive,” for divisiveness
was somehow bad, even though pluralism was good. Yet the term also
carried with it some of the portentous freight that the culture concept
had accumulated in the thirties, and it seemed to be terribly important
since it was often equated with democracy. Kallen himself claimed in
1943 that cultural pluralism defined “both the material and spiritual
intent of the four freedoms.”*

But the real mystification created by this kind of usage was that it
effectively concealed the fact that so-called cultural pluralism was pred-
icated upon, and made possible by, a high degree of consensus.” Os-
tensibly it repudiated assimilation; in fact, it embodied assimilation be-
cause it assumed that everyone agreed about basic matters that were
actually distinctive to the United States, at least in their centrality to the
life of the nation, rather than being universally held by the common
consent of mankind. [llustrative of such matters are: acceptance of a
democratic system of government; respect for the principle of equality
betore the law; recognition of the dignity of the individual and the rights
of minorities; willingness to uphold free speech, freedom of religion,
etcetera, and to abide by constitutional guidelines, as interpreted by the
courts, in the settlement of disputes. Kallen came close to recognizing
the importance of agreement on fundamentals when he wrote in 1956
that cultural pluralism was “grounded on and consummated in the Amer-
ican Idea.” But by then the mischief was done. The popularization of
the term in the preceding decade created a situation in which we have
been unable ever since to talk about ethnicity and national identity with-
out dealing in terminology that confuses the analytical task rather than
clarifying it.

The third aspect of wartime influence on thinking about American
identity—the boom in national character studies—stands in definite op-
position to the pluralism-and-diversity motif just discussed. It is the as-
pect of wartime influence most explicitly related to our subject because
the expression American identity came to be used synonymously with
American character. In contrast to the emphasis on diversity, however,
national character studies stressed the presence of common traits—not
to say uniformity—among Americans. Even so, we find that immigration
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the development of American character studies even more interesting is
that our friends the cultural anthropologists pioneered in making the
kind of scientific investigations that were said to redeem the study of
national character from crude racialism and to elevate it above the level
of more belletristic speculation.

This all came about, as Margaret Mead later explained, when she
and other social scientists such as Ruth Benedict and Erik Erikson were
called upon by agencies of the government to apply their skills to such
questions as how civilian morale might be maintained, or what kind of
propaganda was most likely to influence the enemy.™ To answer these
questions, the social scientists turned to the techniques of the culture-
and-personality school of anthropologists, who combined psychological
assumptions and ethnographic observation in trying to identity the “basic
personality structure” impressed on individuals by the norms of the group
to which they belonged. “By the end of the war,” Mead wrote, “the term
‘national character’ was being applied to studies that used anthropological
methods from the field of culture and personality, psychiatric models
from psychoanalysis, statistical analysis of attitude tests, and experi-
mental models of small-group process.™

Mead's Coming of Age in Samoa had been one of the earliest culture-
and-personality studies; in the 1942 volume And Keep Your Powder Dry,
she contributed the first of the new national character studies. Despite
her claims to the contrary. there was little that was scientific about the
book, a loose and rambling affair written in a style of impressionistic
omniscience and intended as a contribution to the war effort. Yet the
assertion that an American character really did exist carried much weight
coming from an anthropologist intimately acquainted with half a dozen
exotic cultures. Aside from her emphasis on parent-child relationships,
there was nothing terribly novel about the Americans she described—
moralistic, ambivalent about aggressiveness, oriented toward the future,
and inclined to interpret success or failure as an index of personal merit.
A certain ideological interest attaches to her statement that postwar plan-
ning would have to eliminate those “social behaviors which automatically
preclude the building of a democratic world” and her (unsuccessful)
effort to show that such a commitment did not violate the principle that
cultural differences were all to be tolerated.™ But what is more pertinent
here is that Mead singled out an aspect of immigrant assimilation as
having paradigmatic significance for understanding the American char-
acter.

References to immigration recur frequently throughout the book,
and its most striking interpretive metaphor is developed in chapter 3,
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“We Are All Third Generation.” Mead’s point was not so much that many
Americans actually were the grandchildren of immigrants but that nearly
all had the kind of “character structure” that resulted from growing up
in a family of second-generation parents and third-generation children.
She described the outlook produced by this familial setting in these
words:

Father is to be outdistanced and outmoded, but not because he
is a strong representative of another culture . . . [and]| not be-
cause he is a weak and ineffectual attempt to imitate a new cul-
ture; he did very well in his way, but he is out of date. He, like
us, was moving forwards, moving away from something symbol-
ized by his own ancestors, moving towards something symbol-
ized by other people’s ancestors. . . . [We need not rebel against
Father. We merely need to pass him.| And to pass him it is only
necessary to keep on going and to see that one buys a new
model every year. Only if one slackens, loses one’s interest in
the race towards success, does one slip back.™

Mead’s colleague in national character work, Geoffrey Gorer, pushed
the analysis back a generation further. His book The American People
(1948), begins with a chapter entitled “Europe and the Rejected Father,”
depicting the problem of the first-generation immigrant who must aban-
don much of his past in order to become an American. The immigrant,
alas, cannot transform himself completely; the Old World still clings to
him, and he becomes an object of scorn to his American-born offspring,
who reject their father as role model and authority figure. “It is this break
of continuity between the immigrants of the first generation and their
children of the second generation which is . .. of major importance in
the development of the modern American character,” Gorer announced.
He then proceeded to elaborate this insight along Freudian lines in ex-
plaining Americans’ lack of respect for authority, the marginal family
role of fathers as compared to mothers, and so on.”

For Mead and Gorer, then, the “ethnic”—that is, the immigrant or
person of immigrant derivation—is a prototypically American figure, not
because of any distinctiveness of cultural heritage but for exactly the
opposite reason, namely, because he or she exhibits in extreme degree
the “character structure” produced by the American experience of
change, mobility, and loss of contact with the past. This interpretation
differed drastically from what the celebration of diversity and cultural
pluralism might lead one to anticipate about the American character, but
it accorded nicely with the interpretation offered by Oscar Handlin in
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The Uprooted, a work that shaped an entire generation's understanding
of the immigrant experience. Published in 1951 when interest in the
American character was near its zenith, the book began with the assertion
that “the immigrants were American history,” and the central metaphor
of uprootedness was easily transterable to Americans generally. After all,
Handlin explained, the “experience of displacement” was the crucial
thing; having undergone it, the immigrants “were on the way toward
being Americans almost before they stepped off the boat.™"

Handlin did not fail to note that migration meant liberation and that
uprootedness called forth new creative energies, but the tone of the book
was elegiac: it was the immigrant’s alienation that impressed itself upon
the reader. Within a few years, people would be talking about this sort
of thing in terms of identity problems and identity crises. Indeed, these
terms have become so indispensable that it is almost a shock to note
their absence from Handlin’s conceptual armamentarium. But identity
in this sense derives primarily from the work of Erik Erikson, and he
was just beginning to put the term in circulation. His book Childhood
and Society, published only a year before The Uprooted, marks its real
introduction. It is also a landmark in American character studies since
the chapter entitled “Reflections on the American Identity” was the first
major publication to equate American character and American identity.”

Erikson did not give immigration the same prominence as did Mead
or Gorer, but he mentioned it, and what he says is interesting: “We begin
to conceptualize matters of identity at the very time in history when they
become a problem. For we do so in a country which attempts to make a
super-identity out of all the identities imported by its constituent im-
migrants.” In an autobiographical account published twenty years later,
Erikson, an immigrant himself, quoted this passage and added that the
terms identity and identity crises seemed to grow out of “the experience
of emigration, immigration, and Americanization.” Identity problems, he
said, “were in the mental baggage of generations of new Americans, who
left their motherlands and fatherlands behind to merge their ancestral
identities in the common one of the self-made man.™’

All this put the ethnics right in the middle of things as far as un-
derstanding the American character was concerned. It also suggested,
however, that they might be particularly prone to the characteristic de-
fects of Americans. Uprooted as they were, alienated, unsure of their
identities, were the ethnics also more anxious about status than other
Americans? Were they more obsessively conformist? More rigid in their
thinking? More intolerant? More ethnocentric?

This was potentially a matter for grave concern, since these qualities
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of mind and disposition marked “the authoritarian personality.” And here
we return momentarily to the study of prejudice. Recall that it was be-
ginning to turn toward psychology in the later 1930s and soon became
strongly psychoanalytical under the influence of refugee scholars from
Europe. But with the key group—the Frankfurt School—psychology was
closely interwoven with the critique of modern society, since their so-
called dialectical method represented a fusion of Marxist and Freudian
elements. This was the orientation within which the study of anti-Sem-
itism was undertaken that resulted in the publication in 1950 of The
Authoritarian Personality. Given this background, it is understandable
that prejudice is implicitly interpreted there not simply as a psychological
disorder but as a highly ideological kind of disorder produced by the
stresses of an advanced capitalist society. Frustrated by the contradictions
of bourgeois civilization, and seeking to “escape from freedom,” typical
prejudiced individuals were naturally disposed to authoritarianism—in
short, they were potential Fascists and the degree of their susceptibility
could be measured on the famous F-scale.”

No sooner had this diagnosis been offered than the eruption of
McCarthyism seemed to confirm it. Here was a political movement ex-
hibiting semihysterical rigidities in thinking and a total incapacity to
tolerate ambiguities. It was clearly Fascist in tendency, according to the
best qualified observers, and demanded explanation in terms of social
psychology. Analysis of this kind was soon forthcoming, and was au-
thoritatively summed up in the volume edited by Daniel Bell under the
title The New American Right (1955). And who do we find singled out
here as the population group most susceptible to the status anxieties and
resentments mobilized by McCarthy? Ethnics, of course. The point was
made by several of the contributors, most notably by Richard Hofstadter,
whose concept of “pseudoconservatism” was taken straight from The
Authoritarian Personality, and who likewise referred to Margaret Mead's
“we-are-all-third-generation” view of the American character.*

A decade later, Hofstadter qualified much of his analysis, noting that
some of his remarks about immigrant authoritarianism were “gratu-
itously speculative,” and regretting in general his “excessive emphasis”
on “the clinical side of the problem.™" By that time interest in the Amer-
ican character had fallen off sharply, while ethnicity and the American
ideology stood on the verge of the seismic transvaluation that would occur
in the midst of the Vietnam War, whose effects on thinking about Amer-
ican identity were just the opposite of those of World War 1I. In the
cultural crisis brought on by Vietnam, the racial upheaval, the counter-
culture, women’s liberation, and Watergate, the ideological dimension of
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the American identity was severely discredited and ethnicity assumed
greater positive salience than it had ever had before. But that is another
story. What is now in order is a reflective look back at the epoch we have
just sketched.

To summarize, then, the argument advanced in this essay is that
World War I shaped the self-understanding of Americans, not only with
respect to the nation’s role in world affairs but also in regard to what we
now call the American identity. Following upon a period in which ethnic
factors had receded from prominence in discussions of national identity,
the war gave unprecedented salience to the ideological dimension. For
a whole generation, the question, What does it mean to be an American?
was answered primarily by reference to “the values America stands for™:
democracy, freedom, equality, respect for individual dignity, and so on.
Since these values were abstract and universal, American identity could
not be linked exclusively with any single ethnic derivation. Persons of
any race, color, religion, or national background could be, or become,
Americans. Hence, “Americans all . . . Immigrants all!” Historically, how-
ever, particularistic ethnic loyalties (“racial,” religious, nationality, etc.)
had been obscurely, but intimately, interwoven with the commitment to
universalistic political and social principles as ingredients in the citizen's
sense of Americanness—and this was true of those comprising “old
American stock” just as much as it was for the more recently arrived
Americans. The war-related emphasis on ideology should therefore be
understood as the accentuation of one element—albeit a crucially im-
portant one—in a preexisting mix of beliefs, attachments, and loyalties.

Prewar developments, both social and intellectual, reshaped the con-
text within which wartime thinking on national identity took place. Our
understanding of these complex shifts is dim, however, because they
have been so little studied by historians. The key developments, in my
view, were: the discrediting of racialism, both intellectually and morally;
the growth of the social sciences and the increasing attention given to
group life and group relations by anthropologists and sociologists; the
emergence of the culture concept as the most influential analvtical per-
spective employed in the human sciences; the sketching out by Robert
Park of a contrasting conflict theory of assimilation; the growing rec-
ognition that the problems of minorities, and intergroup relations gen-
erally, constituted serious social issues; and the closely related beliefs
that ethnocentrism and prejudice exacerbated these problems, while the
promotion of tolerance for diversity would mitigate them.
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Given the relative newness of social scientific study of human re-
lations and the elusive nature of the phenomena being studied, it is not
surprising that the terms of discourse were sometimes vague and that
latent tensions existed among the concepts employed. Special difficulties
surrounded the culture concept and the relation in which it was thought
to stand with respect to other important concepts. Thus, though the
words were often used interchangeably, acculturation and assimilation
derived from different disciplinary approaches and reflected different
kinds of assumptions. When Everett and Helen Hughes spoke of the
terminologies of anthropology and sociology having “half-blended in a
grand confusion,” acculturation and assimilation figured foremost
among the examples they gave.””

Besides the uncertainty as to whether these two widely employed
terms meant the same thing—or, if not, wherein they differed—there
was also a problem built into the relationships that were thought to exist
between the concepts of culture, tolerance for diversity, and ethnocen-
trism. In most discussions, tolerance for diversity was positively linked
with the culture concept, while ethnocentrism was looked upon as the
exact opposite of the cultural understanding preached by the exponents
of the Boas-Mead-Benedict viewpoint. These relationships, however, are
not logically entailed in the concepts themselves. As Robert Redfield
wrote in criticism of the doctrine of cultural relativity: “It cannot be
proved, from the proposition that [cultural] values are relative, that we
ought to respect all systems of values. We might just as well hate them
all.”™ And, in fact, tolerance for diversity comes close to being flatly
inconsistent with the culture concept as such if we understand it as
referring to a self-contained, cohesive ensemble of values and norms that
operates holistically in guiding people’s lives. Shocking as it may seem,
it is ethnocentrism rather than tolerance that is implicit in the culture
concept considered in itself. Robert Park was therefore correct in ob-
serving that “when we speak of culture . . . we think of a small, familiar,
ethnocentric group.™”

If the conventional wisdom on these matters was so illogical, the
question naturally arises as to how it ever got established. A general and
a more particular explanation can be suggested. The general explanation
is that the proponents of the culture concept were themselves sophisti-
cated cosmopolitans; their personal values and outlook transcended the
relatively narrow boundaries of any single culture. This enabled them to
appreciate the good things to be found in the ways of life of the peoples
they studied as anthropologists and disposed them to urge their fellow
citizens still locked within the ethnocentric confines of their own tra-
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ditional culture to be more broad-minded and tolerant. Considered in
this light, it is not dealing in paradox to say that tolerance of diversity is
a function of assimilation, since it comes easiest to those who have de-
tached themselves somewhat from a specific familial, local, or ethnic
tradition and have learned to get along with others whose background
differs from their own.

But something besides cosmopolitanism was involved. A more par-
ticular motive impelling the Boasian anthropologists to leap from the
empirical observation that cultural diversity existed to the ethical im-
perative that it should be tolerated. or even prized, derived from the fact
that they were alienated from, and critical of, their own culture, which
they regarded as notably repressive and intolerant. Mead, Benedict, and
other leading disciples of Boas formed their views in the 1920s and were
inevitably affected by the prevailing disaffection from American civili-
zation felt by the intellectuals of the day. Edward Sapir openly avowed
his preference for the “genuine” culture of American Indians over the
“spurious” civilization of modern America; Margaret Mead contrasted
the emotionally crippling effects of the Puritanical American family to
the freer and healthier sexual codes and child-rearing patterns of the
South Pacific; and the implications of Ruth Benedict's admiring report
on the calm and noncompetitive communalism of Zuni culture were
equally clear.™ In affirming that cultural diversity should teach Ameri-
cans tolerance, these writers were really saying that other cultures were
preferable in some respects and that modifications of American culture
in those directions were desirable.

Ethnocentrism very likely came to be thought of as opposed to the
cultural approach because chauvinistic nationalism was one of the fea-
tures of American life in the 1920s that intellectuals found most repug-
nant. The relativistic tolerance of diversity preached by the anthropolo-
gists was clearly opposed to nativist prejudice. or to ethnocentrism
understood in that sense, with the result that the built-in relationship
between ethnocentrism and the close cultural cohesion prized by Ben-
edict was lost to view.

The concept of assimilation was also affected by the intellectuals’
reaction against chauvinism, but the situation in this case was much
more complicated. Understood as the belief that many different elements
would voluntarily fuse into one American people, assimilation was an
ideal as old and honorable as the national motto, E pluribus unum. The
term acquired negative connotations of intolerance in the twenties, how-
ever, through association with fanatical drives for hundred-percent Amer-
icanization. Besides these usages, sociologists employed it as a neutral
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scientific term: in Park and Burgess's famous Introduction to the Science
of Sociology, assimilation designated the final stage in a natural process
of social interaction discoverable anywhere in the world, not just in the
United States. And Park later sketched out—but did not develop system-
atically—a version of assimilation that left much room for diversity within
the framework of agreement on fundamentals. As a practical reality,
assimilation made a “great leap forward” after the immigration restriction
law of 1924 drastically cut back the influx of immigrants.” The advance
of assimilation was regarded benignly, on the whole, since it reduced the
likelihood of intergroup friction and enabled minority group members to
participate more fully in American life. But there were also regretful
murmurs about the decline of diversity entailed by assimilation. All of
these crosscurrents (in addition to its uncertain relation to acculturation)
made assimilation a somewhat problematic term by the eve of World
War 11.

Discussions of ethnicity, intergroup relations, and national identity
were thus complex and burdened with submerged confusions when the
war came along,. It clarified some matters (by making democratic values
the touchstone of American identity ), but made others more baffling than
ever (by formulating the demand for unity in terms of pluralism). The
treatment in the second part of this article, despite being exploratory and
incomplete, raises more issues than can be systematically analyzed here.
I will therefore close, not with a conclusion, but with some retrospective
observations.

First, it should be noted that the practical effect of wartime expe-
rience was assimilative in the sense that it enhanced national unity and
a common sense of national belongingness. Commenting in 1952 on the
war as an integrating force in American life, Robin Williams pointed out
that its impact “galvanized into concerted action a wide range of previ-
ously discordant segments of the society.” He added that service in the
armed forces, no matter how unpleasant at the time, constituted for
millions of young men and women a common experience “which in the
end left a new residue of shared values and traditions.” And two more
recent investigators have stressed the eftects of the war in broadening
the horizons and hastening the assimilation of second- and third-gen-
eration immigrants in the Pittsburgh area.™

More directly relevant to our interest, of course, was the great ideo-
logical reawakening of the wartime years which simultaneously: 1) pro-
moted national unity on the basis of value consensus; 2) exalted toleration
and respect for cultural differences as the means of attaining intergroup
harmony; and 3) stimulated curiosity about the way in which the Amer-
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ican social and cultural environment shaped persons of all derivations
toward a common national type.

One aspect of the ideological revival not mentioned earlier which
deserves notice is the remarkable contrast it atfords to the situation in
the 1920s with respect to the attitudes held by intellectuals concerning
American culture. In the twenties intellectuals were alienated. Ameri-
canization had assumed forms hateful to liberals such as Horace Kallen;
anthropologists such as Sapir, Mead, and Benedict were repelled by the
shallowness and discontinuity of American civilization. In World War 11,
however, intellectuals (including Kallen, Mead, and Benedict) rallied to
the nation. Simple patriotism in a time of danger was no doubt a factor;
but in the battle against Nazism, America stood for universalistic values
dear to the intellectual community. As Carl Becker explained, the rational
and humane values that democracy affirmed were “older and more uni-
versal than democracy” itself, to say nothing of their being older than
the American nation.”™ Yet the United States based itself on these values,
and in the war it was their foremost champion. Since intellectuals are
the ones who articulate a people’s understanding of itself, their identi-
fication with the national cause goes far toward accounting for the gen-
erally positive and strongly ideological interpretation of national identity
that established itself during the wartime era.

But the very generality and abstractness of American values meant
that they were subject to divergent interpretations that gave rise to di-
visive conflicts over whose was the correct understanding of true Amer-
icanism. An ironic instance was reported in a 1944 symposium entitled
“Approaches to National Unity.” The symposium was the fifth sponsored
by a group called the Conference on Science, Philosophy, and Religion
in Their Relation to the Democratic Way of Life, which had been formed
in 1940; after its second meeting, “certain philosophical humanists, pos-
itivists, and naturalists” withdrew because they were offended by the
religious pronouncements of various participants in the original group.
Hence there was by 1943 a rival Conference on the Scientific Spirit and
the Democratic Faith, whose members regarded as dangerously undemo-
cratic the views of some of their erstwhile collaborators in the search for
unity. "

Of the same sort, but more serious and long-lasting, were the issues
of loyalty and un-Americanism that reached a climax in the McCarthy
era. The nature of the Cold War contest with Communism, both on the
world scene and as a potential source of internal subversion, heightened
the ideological dimension, but the wartime stress on commitment to
American values made it inevitable that fissures in national unity would
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open up along ideological rather than ethnic fault lines. Hence the na-
tional loyalty of Catholics was not called into question, despite the sharp
controversies that broke out in the late forties between Catholics and
Protestants, Jews, and secular liberals. On the contrary, it was because
national identity was defined in ideological rather than ethnic terms that
“to be an Irish Catholic became prima facie evidence of loyalty. Harvard
men were to be checked; Fordham men would do the checking.”

There were thus very definite limits to the toleration of diversity in
the ideological sphere. In the broader area of intergroup relations, how-
ever, tolerance was the touchstone, and to the degree that it was for-
mulated in terms of cultural pluralism it became almost impossible to
determine what the limits of tolerance were, if there were any, or, in
many cases, even to determine what was being talked about. In battling
against totalitarian enemies, it was understandable, as John Higham has
written, that Americans should exalt the principle of diversity. But he
goes on Lo say, “The astonishing fact about the emphatic endorsement
of cultural pluralism in the postwar years was not its occurrence but
rather a general unwillingness or inability to assess critically its relation
to the apparently contrary imperative of national integration.” As diversity
was hailed, even while divisiveness was deplored, the “traditions of plu-
ralism and assimilation blurred into a rosy haze."™

To make matters worse, a group of political scientists who analyzed
American society in terms of interest groups and crosscutting pressures
became known as “pluralists.”™ The relationship of this perspective to
that of cultural pluralism was never clarified and possibly not even ad-
verted to at the time. But the growing tendency to speak of pluralism
without the modifier cultural made the term even more generalized and
abstract, as did usages such as pluralistic, and pluralistically. Also, cul-
tural pluralism itself can be appealed to by persons who have significantly
different goals in mind. What might be called a cosmopolitan version of
cultural pluralism appeals to persons relatively detached from any specific
ethnic tradition as a general vision of a society made up of diverse groups,
all interacting harmoniously without losing their distinctiveness. But cul-
tural pluralism can equally well stand for a highly particularistic vision
when appealed to by persons who care little about the overall design of
American society but are passionately determined to preserve their (often
quite “ethnocentric”) group traditions.™

In short, cultural pluralism in all its ambiguities and complexities
is the crucial legacy of World War 11 with respect to American identity.
The frequency with which it is invoked today testifies to its continuing
relevance to our present efforts to define what it means to be an American.
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A great deal more study is needed to clarify the circumstances of its
popularization in the wartime era and the vicissitudes of its conceptual
evolution since then.
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The Study of American Culture

Given the range of intellectual and cultural effects described in the pre-
vious essay, one would naturally expect to find that World War 11 had
some influence on the academic study of American culture, and espe-
cially on the newly emerging discipline of American studies, which took
the national culture as its special province. What is surprising in this
connection is not the existence of such influence but that no one called
attention to it until the war had been over for almost forty years.

Itis true, of course, that very little systematic study has been devoted
to the evolution of American studies, so we are pretty much in the dark
about all aspects of its history. But this is a discipline whose founders
lived through the war as adults. These people and their first-generation
students dominated the field at least into the 1970s. And yet the published
record establishes quite clearly that World War II simply does not figure
in the collective memory of Americanists as a formative moment in the
development of their discipline. (I am speaking of the United States; as
is pointed out in the essay, the development of American studies abroad
was quite clearly a by-product of the war).

The reason for this puzzling omission, [ suspect, is that the cultural
tasks reinforced by the war—tasks such as articulating the nation’s val-
ues, reappropriating its spiritual heritage, and understanding the
strengths and weaknesses of the American character—seemed so in-
trinsic to the new discipline, so entwined in its basic fabric, that it never
occurred to academic Americanists that an “external” factor such as the
war could have had anything to do with their interest in these matters.
That is, of course, speculative. But the evidence presented in this essay
shows that the war set off a massive ideological reawakening that was
closely related to key themes in American studies; in addition, wartime
developments in national character studies fed directly into one of the
leading preoccupations of postwar Americanists, understanding the
American character or (as Erik Erikson called it) American identity.

Although my own aquaintance with American studies as a field goes

188
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back to the mid fifties, a quarter-century passed before I awoke to the
possibility that World War 11 had influenced its development. The con-
nection first struck me when I was working on the essay for the Harvard
Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups, but it is not developed there;
the article reprinted here was written for the 1984 bibliographical issue
of the American Quarterly, which dealt with war and American culture.

I]espitc the fact that World War Il immediately preceded the great bur-
geoning of academic programs in American studies, our conventional
understanding of the rise of the movement ignores the war and, by doing
so, denies it any role in the development of American studies. Very little
research has been devoted to the subject, but what might be called the
“folk history” of American studies runs like this: The movement had its
beginnings in the 1920s with scattered efforts among professors of lit-
erature and history to develop an integrated approach to the study of the
national culture; it took on more formal shape in the 1930s with estab-
lishment of the first degree programs in American civilization at Harvard,
Yale, and Pennsylvania; and it expanded rapidly in the next decade by
a natural process of growth, the launching of American Quarterly (1949)
and the founding of the American Studies Association (1951) being the
culminating marks of its maturation. My purpose here is not to dispute
the chronology of this “folk history” but to call attention to, and in a small
way to compensate for, its failure to accord any positive importance to
World War II as a factor in the development of American studies.'

Considering the vast scale and significance of World War II as an
episode in the national experience, there is a prima facie case for assum-
ing that it had some impact on academic efforts to understand and in-
terpret American life and culture. In what follows, I will specity the case
in three areas: 1) the growth of American studies abroad; 2) the wartime
revival of the democratic ideology and its relation to the “cultural” un-
derstanding of American identity; and 3) the impetus given by the war
to national character studies, which interacted with the ideological revival
to stimulate great interest in the problem of defining the American char-
acter. In developing the second and third points I make no claim that
the war alone was responsible for subsequent developments in American
studies. All 1 hope to establish is that it was an important factor in the
evolution of American studies as an academic movement and that its
influence warrants further study.

With respect to the expansion of American studies abroad, the con-
nection with the war is patent. The United States emerged from the
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conflict in 1945 as one of two global superpowers and the bastion of the
free world. Sigmund Skard underlines the significance of this fact in
tracing the development of American studies in Europe. Besides the
political, economic, and military factors that made America much more
important to Europeans than it had been before, Skard adds that they
felt the need for a deeper understanding of “the common cultural foun-
dations of the West, including the United States.” Robert E. Spiller, one
of the founders of the movement, also calls attention to the impact of
the war on the growth of American studies in Europe.”

Concerning the second point, my contention is that World War 11
powerfully reinforced existing tendencies toward cultural nationalism,
gave great prominence to the ideological dimension of American identity
(that is, to the ideas and values for which the nation stands), and forged
a link between the democratic ideology and the idea of culture that
became central to the American studies approach.

Evidence of growing self-consciousness about the distinctiveness of
American culture was discernible in the twenties and gained ground
rapidly in the next decade. By 1930 students of American literature were,
according to Spiller, “virtually committed to the gigantic task of restu-
dying the American past from the point of view of a literary history which
was nationalistic without being chauvinistic and which attempted to
discover the relationship between the literature actually produced in
America and its immediate sources in cultural evolution.™ In the same
period, Frederick Jackson Turner’s distinctively American frontier thesis,
Vernon L. Parrington’s Jeffersonianism, and Charles A. Beard's demo-
cratic progressivism were in the asendancy among historians, while the
History of American Life series, which began to appear in 1927 under
the general editorship of Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., and Dixon Ryan
Fox, betokened a new determination to include the whole of the national
culture in the historian’s purview. Indeed, the desire to capture and
record the day-to-day experiences of the American people was widely
shared by artists, scholars, and literate Americans, as Alfred Kazin noted
long ago in his book, On Native Grounds (1942). In the concluding
chapter, “America! America!” Kazin interpreted the contemporary inter-
est in regionalism, the collection of folklore, and the preparation of film
documentaries as manifestations of a cultural nationalism that was not
“blind and parochial,” but an “experience in national self-discovery.™
Warren Susman has called attention to Kazin's judgment and develops
many of the same points in a highly suggestive essay, “The Thirties.”
He emphasizes the importance assumed by the anthropological concept
of culture in those years, points out that its acceptance coincided with
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the popularization of expressions such as American way of life and Amer-
ican dream, and argues that the literary nationalism of the decade re-
flected a “complex effort to seek and to define America as a culture and
to create the patterns of a way of life worth understanding.™

These tendencies were buttressed and given a sharp ideological
focus by the mounting threat of Nazi power. Kazin hinted at this de-
velopment by linking the evidence of cultural nationalism with the in-
ternational crisis. The emergence of the United States as “the repository
of Western culture in the world overrun by Fascism,” he declared, lent
urgency to the effort “to recover America as an idea.” In fact, by 1939
a mighty democratic revival was under way which continued into the
wartime years and shaped the outlook of a whole generation. A few recent
scholarly works have touched on one aspect or another of the democratic
revival of World War 11, but it has yet to be surveyed in its entirety.®

Observers at the time were aware that a requickening of the dem-
ocratic spirit was taking place. “The American people are talking de-
mocracy over again,” was the way Benson Y. Landis put it in introducing
a lengthy reading list on the subject of democracy that was published
by the American Library Association in January 1940. This particular
listing included some 290 titles, many of which were annotated, arranged
under twenty-nine headings. It was not the only such guide to “books
for democracy” to be published in the wartime era. Yet listings of this
sort could not keep pace with the flood of new publications.” The Book
Review Digest’s cumulative index for the years 1937-1941 lists 132 titles
under the heading “Democracy,” and the entries in the Reader’s Guide
likewise testify to a rising wave of magazine articles on democracy that
crested just about the time that the United States entered the war.*

Anthologies on democracy, such as Irwin Edman and Herbert W.
Schneider’s Fountainheads of Freedom (1941), and Norman Cousins’s
A Treasury of Democracy (1942), were also published in these years.”
Another collection, Bernard Smith’s Democratic Spirit (1941), brought
together American writings, mostly selections from classic authors such
as Jefferson, Emerson, and Whitman. In his introduction, however, Smith
emphasized the relevance of democratic principles in the contemporary
crisis, and he included a selection from Lewis Mumford’s Faith for Living
(1940), a militantly anti-fascist work controversial because of the author’s
stringent critique of prevailing intellectual trends that had sapped Amer-
ica's spiritual fiber.'"” Democracy was, of course, a recurrent theme in
American Issues (1941), the famous anthology edited by Willard Thorp,
Merle Curti, and Carlos Baker. The final selection in the volume devoted
to “The Social Record,” a speech by the progressive educator, George S.
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Counts, spoke directly to the contemporary crisis. This address, which
was given only a few weeks after the collapse of France, reveals vividly
how the stunning onslaught of Nazi panzers convinced many American
observers that civilization itself was imperiled and galvanized them to a
passionate affirmation of democratic principles."

The same reaction prompted the formation of ad hoc groups dedi-
cated to defining, defending, and promoting democracy. Among the ear-
liest and most important with respect to intellectual substance was the
Conference on Science, Philosophy, and Religion in Their Relation to
the Democratic Way of Life. Its organizers began their work in the fall
of 1939, enrolled seventy-nine leading scholars as founding members in
June, 1940, and held their first symposium three months later. These
gatherings, the printed proceedings of which often ran to well over five
hundred pages, were held annually through the war years and for over
a decade thereafter."” A breakaway group, dissatisfied with the strongly
religious orientation of the original conference, organized itsell as a rival
Conference on the Scientific Spirit and Democratic Faith and began
meeting in 1943." In the meantime, two other groups had appeared on
the scene. The Council for Democracy, headed by the respected news
commentator, Raymond Gram Swing, mobilized some eighty well-known
scholars and writers to instill in the American people the conviction that
democracy was “a real, dynamic burning creed worth fighting for.”"" A
few months after the Council for Democracy was formed, another group
calling itself’ the Committee of Fifteen published a manifesto entitled
The City of Man: A Declaration on World Democracy (1941), which
exhorted Americans—in language that would have been dismissed as
bombastic under other circumstances—to meet their responsibilities to
civilization."”

Besides these newly formed groups, the educational establishment
threw itself into the campaign to promote democracy. The Progressive
Education Association had already taken up the cause of “Education for
Democracy,” and in the critical summer months of 1940 special state-
ments on that theme were issued by the American Council on Education,
the Educational Policies Commission of the National Education Asso-
ciation, and the faculty of Teachers College, Columbia University.'" At
the same time, the Foreign Language Information Service, an organi-
zation long active in the field of ethnic affairs, transformed itself into the
Common Council for American Unity and began to publish Common
Ground in an effort to reinforce national unity by rallying America’s
diverse and often hostile ethnic groups around the universal principles
of democracy."”
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People occasionally wearied of hearing about democracy—in 1941
Justice William O. Douglas reported hearing an audience cheer the boast
of a speaker that he had not used the word in his talk'""—but on the
whole the people responded positively to the message of democratic pa-
triotism. One indication was the enthusiasm that greeted the Ballad for
Americans, a rousing cantata by John Latouche and Earl Robinson. This
musical review of the national heritage included generous mention of
minority group representatives and “wavel|d| the flag for tolerance,” as
Newsweek put it. Paul Robeson introduced Ballad for Americans in a
November 1939 radio broadcast and in doing so set off a frenzy of ap-
plause in the studio audience that lasted twenty minutes after the broad-
cast went off the air. MGM snapped it up for a movie; high school cho-
ruses performed it across the country; and Horace Kallen was still
recommending it warmly to teachers of English in 1946."

The democratic revival was fully in line with national policy as enun-
ciated by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who spoke of making the
United States “the arsenal of democracy,” proclaimed the “four freedoms”
in his annual message to Congress in January 1941, and devoted his
third inaugural address to a meditative reflection on the democratic faith
that was challenged by the international threat as it had earlier been
challenged on the domestic front by the depression.” The first lady,
Eleanor Roosevelt, elaborated her own views in a book called The Moral
Basis of Democracy (1940).%!

An alphabetically arranged sampling will give some indication of the
range and stature of the authors who wrote on democracy and the world
crisis during this period: Herbert Agar, A Time for Greatness (1942);
Jacques Barzun, Of Human Freedom (1939); Carl Becker, Modern De-
mocracy (1940), and New Liberties for Old (1940); Edward L. Bernays,
Speak Up for Democracy (1940); James B. Conant, Our Fighting Faith
(1942); George S. Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy (1938);
Carl J. Friedrich, The New Belief in the Common Man (1942); Sidney
Hook, Reason, Social Myths and Democracy (1940); William T. Hutch-
inson, ed., Democracy and National Unity (1942); Max Lerner, It’s Later
Than You Think: The Need for a Militant Democracy (1938); Robert M.
Maclver, Leviathan and the People (1939); Archibald MacLeish, The
Irresponsibles (1940), A Time to Speak (1940), and The American Cause
(1941); Thomas Mann, The Coming Victory of Democracy (1938);
Charles E. Merriam, The New Democracy and the New Despotisn (1939),
What Is Democracy? (1941), and On the Agenda of Democracy (1941);
Lewis Mumford, Men Must Act (1939), and Faith for Living (1940);
Jerome Nathanson, Forerunners of Freedom (1941); Wilfrid Parsons,
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Which Way, Democracy? (1939); Ralph Barton Perry, Shall Not Perish
From the Earth (1940), and On All Fronts (1942); T. V. Smith, The
Democratic Tradition in America (1941), and Discipline for Democracy
(1942); Ordway Tead, New Aduventures in Democracy (1939); M. L. Wil-
son, Democracy Has Roots (1939); and Carl Wittke, ed.. Democracy Is
Different (1941).

Besides these topical treatments, a number of works that formed the
basic reading for American studies were published at this time and may
be related to the democratic revival. Ralph H. Gabriel's Course of Amer-
ican Democratic Thought (1940), for example, appeared in the midst of
the revival and contributed to it. Democracy was a recurrent theme in
Merle Curti's Growth of American Thought (1943), the first edition of
which concluded with the question that cut through all others—would
democracy survive the challenge of totalitarianism and war? A second
edition of Carl Becker's already classic Declaration of Independence
(1922) was issued in 1942 with prefatory remarks by the author on its
pertinence to the times. Perry Miller’s New England Mind: The Seven-
teenth Century (1939) added new depth to the understanding of Amer-
ican origins; and Ralph Barton Perry’s Puritanism and Democracy (1944)
highlighted the connection between the Puritan heritage and the national
ideology. Other important historical works reaffirmed American princi-
ples at least by implication: Charles A. and Mary R. Beard, The American
Spirit (1942); Arthur Ekirch, The Idea of Progress in America, 1815-
1860 (1944); Alice Felt Tyler, Freedom's Ferment (1944 ); and Arthur M.
Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Jackson (1945).

In literature, the landmark study American Renaissance by F. O,
Matthiessen appeared in 1941. It provided “the sort of assurance that
we need” in a time of crisis, Spiller observed in a review, because it
showed that the nation had developed, and its literature had expressed,
“a native myth of the democratic man, capable of all the range of ex-
perience of the traditional heroic man.” Matthiessen was pleased that
Spiller “singled out the democratic strain,” for he thought other reviewers
had underestimated this aspect of the book.” Very likely the same sen-
sitivity to the timeliness of the democratic myth was felt by many of the
contributors to the Literary History of the United States (1948), the
production of which was planned by Spiller and his collaborators in the
wartime years.”’ The ideological note was strongly sounded by at least
one of the contributors to the first volume produced by Princeton’s Pro-
gram in American Civilization, Foreign Influences in American Life
(1944),*" and the ethos of a democratic society was explored in Dixon
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Wector's Hero in America (1941) and Constance Rourke's Roots of Amer-
ican Culture (1942).

Somewhat removed from the history-and-literature mainstream of
American studies during its formative years were two books that demand
attention nevertheless. Reinhold Niebuhr's Children of Light and the
Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democracy and a Critique of Its
Traditional Defense (1944) was perhaps the most profound and original
work produced in the democratic revival. It illustrated the relevance of
traditional religious ideas to the crisis of the times, and its reception
testified to the degree to which secular thinkers were impressed.* Gun-
nar Myrdal's American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern De-
mocracy (1944) deserves notice because it stressed the ideological issue
so heavily. The “American Creed,” Myrdal stated at the outset, was what
held the country together. The dilemma to which his title referred arose
precisely because Americans were failing to live up to its prescriptions
in the area of race. Yet the “American Creed,” though distinctively Amer-
ican, was at the same time universal, for it was simply an expression of
“the common democratic creed” that was derived from “humane ideals
as they have matured in our common Western civilization over a number
of centuries.”*"

Myrdal’s remarks touch on some of the central themes of the dem-
ocratic revival. Listing them will perhaps help to specify the contention
that World War II influenced the development of American studies.

1. We note first that the monstrous contrast of Nazism (and to a
lesser extent, totalitarianism in general) was the primary cause of the
democratic revival. Carl Becker acknowledged this fact in reaffirming
“Some Generalities That Still Glitter,” and Alain Locke said, “Democracy
has encountered a fighting antithesis, and has awakened from its con-
siderable lethargy and decadence to a sharpened realization of its own
basic values.”*” The “interventionists” in the great debate over American
foreign policy were prominent early exponents of the revival and to some
extent made democracy a party term; the “isolationists,” however, were
equally devoted to democracy—they simply disagreed about how to pre-
serve it.”* The important point is that even intellectuals critical of Amer-
ican social, economic, and cultural weaknesses were aroused by the
brutality and territying power of the Nazi regime to a warmer appreciation
of democratic principles and institutions.

2. Indeed, the threat posed by Nazism to all civilized values led
many American observers to identify democracy and its defense with the
preservation of Western civilization as such. Mumford’s 1939 tocsin, Men
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Must Act, made the logical sequence quite clear: the fourth chapter was
entitled “The Barbarian Alternative”; the fifth, “Democracy Equals Civ-
ilization”; and the sixth, “The Challenge of the American Heritage.””
Others more detached from the polemics of the neutrality debate also
perceived the same associations, as the previously quoted comments of
Kazin and Myrdal suggest. Yet controversy arose because different ob-
servers stressed contrasting elements in the heritage of Western civili-
zation and offered divergent prescriptions for overcoming the crisis. Es-
pecially severe was the split between the “relativists,” who linked
democracy with scientific naturalism and the experimental approach,
and the “absolutists,” who insisted that the survival of democracy hinged
on a return to religion and perennial truths in philosophy and social
thought.”

3. Despite the controversy, virtually everyone agreed that the United
States stood for certain ideas and values, whether they were called “de-
mocracy,” “the American Creed,” “the American Dream,” or simply
“promises.” ldeology, in other words, was the essential element in the
national identity. As James Truslow Adams explained, it was ideas that
made us a nation.”' Eleanor Roosevelt agreed and went on to draw an
important moral:

We know that this country is bound together by an idea. The
citizens of this country belong to many races and many creeds.
They have come here and built a great Nation around the idea
of democracy and freedom. . . . [The present crisis challenges
us] to preserve what this country was founded to be, a land
where people should have the right to life, liberty, and the pur-
suit of happiness, regardless of race or creed or color. We have
not achieved it. We are very far from it in many ways, but we
know that that is what we must achieve.*

4. As this quotation makes clear, the ideas that America stood for
were normative—they were meant to guide conduct. Talk—or belief—
without action was not enough. Democracy was thus more than a political
system or an institutional arrangement: it was a way of life. This formula
was incorporated into the title of the Conference on Science, Philosophy,
and Religion in Their Relation to the Democratic Way of Life, which had
strong support from religious traditionalists, but it was also a favorite
theme of progressive thinkers like Boyd H. Bode and Sidney Hook.”* The
most influential spokesman for the progressive version of democracy as
a way of life was undoubtedly John Dewey, for whom, as J. H. Randall,
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Jr., noted, “the demaocratic life, pursued in conscious unity of interaction
with one’s fellows,” took on religious quality.”

5. But a normative way of life was a culture, as anthropologists
explained the concept that was rapidly becoming “the foundation stone
of the social sciences.™” Appropriately enough, it was John Dewey who
nailed down the connection in his Freedom and Culture (1939). Alluding
to the work of the anthropologists, he declared that the idea of culture
put the problem of the individual and society on a new footing. Now the
task was to discover the kind of culture that promoted democratic living.
In Dewey’s thinking, democracy was indissolubly bound to the experi-
mental method and had to be struggled for on “as many fronts as culture
has aspects: political, economic, international, educational, scientific and
artistic, religious.” Although the most eminent, Dewey was not the only
American thinker who espoused a cultural interpretation of democracy.
So many others took the same view that eventually America, understood
as a functioning democratic culture, itself became normative—that is,
America as a practical instance of democracy came to be equated with
the abstract ideal of democracy.

Edward A. Purcell's Crisis of Democratic Theory: Scientific Natu-
ralism and the Problem of Value (1973) provides a brilliant analysis of
the complex intellectual matrix within which this development oc-
curred.” For our purposes, however, the main point is one with which
Purcell is not concerned, namely, that the cultural interpretation of de-
mocracy brought the ideological revival into close interaction with Amer-
ican studies because understanding the national culture holistically is
the task Americanists have always set for themselves. Besides being the
implicit (and sometimes explicit) premise of the American studies ap-
proach.” the idea of culture is also closely related to the wartime boom
in national character studies; hence it carries us over to the final topic
to be outlined here, the connection between the war and the vogue of
American character studies.

Interest in the American character naturally accompanied the dem-
ocratic revival. The concept of national character had fallen into disrepute
in the 1930s because of its association with racial stereotypes, and James
Truslow Adams still used quotation marks in November 1940 when he
discussed the American “national character” in the context of “the ideas
that make us a nation.” Three years later he devoted a full-length book
to The American: The Making of @ New Man (1943)." More influential,
however, was Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr.’s handling of Crévecoeur’s ques-
tion, “What then is the American, this new man?” in his December 1942
presidential address before the American Historical Association. This rich
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and provocative analysis of the American character was published a
month later in the American Historical Review, and it reappeared as the
opening essay in Schlesinger's Paths to the Present (1949). Yet influential
as they were, Schlesinger’s treatment and Denis Brogan's well-known
American Character (1944) were relatively old-fashioned analyses by
scholars trained in the humanities.” What was new in World War I was
the claim of social scientists to be pioneering a new approach that re-
deemed the concept of national character from the taint of racialism and
elevated it above the plane of mere belletristic speculation. By the end
of the war, people spoke respectfully of the “science of national char-
acter,” and for the next ten years it was looked upon as an exciting and
important area of study in the social and behavioral sciences.™

The war played a crucial role in these developments. When the
United States became involved in the conflict, anthropologists and other
social scientists were called upon by agencies of the government to apply
their skills to such questions as how civilian morale could be maintained,
what kind of propaganda could be most effectively employed against the
enemy, and how American troops should conduct themselves in foreign
lands to minimize friction with the indigenous populations. To answer
these questions, scholars such as Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict
applied the perspective of the culture-and-personality school of anthro-
pology, which combined psychological assumptions and ethnographic
observation of child-rearing patterns in an effort to determine how the
“basic personality structure” characteristic of different cultures was
stamped upon the psyches of individuals growing up in those cultures.™
From here it was only a short step to the study of national character,
which the war had made “a matter of grave practical importance,” as
Ruth Benedict later wrote. Direct observation of enemy populations was
impossible in wartime, but techniques were developed for assessing cul-
tures “at a distance” by means of interviews with native informants,
analysis of literature, films, and so on. In response to wartime needs,
social scientists plunged into this sort of national character analysis with
what Margaret Mead later described as a “kind of fervor.”"

Unlike Ruth Benedict, who worked for two years for the Office of
War Information, Margaret Mead did not sign on full time with a defense
agency. She was, however, actively involved in war-related work as a
member of the Committee for National Morale, as executive secretary of
the National Research Council's Committee on Food Habits, and as an
informal emissary sent to Great Britain to help improve relations between
the British people and the American troops who were crowding into that
country. Mead was also the best-known social scientific proponent of
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national character studies. Her book And Keep Your Powder Dry: An
Anthropologist Looks at America (1942), marked the opening of a new
epoch in American character studies.™

Written in a few weeks, the book was intended as a contribution to
the war effort. “Freedom’s battles must be fought by freedom’s own
children,” Mead declared, and to do so most effectively they had to know
the strengths and weaknesses of their collective personality. Her analysis
of the American “character structure” was strictly scientific, she in-
sisted.” Yet that claim could be justified only on the supposition that,
since she thought of herself as a social scientist, she regarded all of her
judgments as the products of scientific reasoning. Actually, the book was
fully as impressionistic as any humanist’s discussion of American char-
acter, though it was, of course, distinctively shaped by Mead’s anthro-
pological perspective and her unusually extensive field experience.

It was also deeply influenced by the democratic revival, which was
near its climax when the book appeared. Though not uncritical of Amer-
ican ways, Mead was a decided partisan of democracy, which she under-
stood in the cultural sense—that is, as the name for “a type of behavior
and an attitude of mind which runs through our whole culture.”* More
than that, Mead argued that since culture determines character, and
since culture itself is learned behavior, a more democratic world order
could be brought into being by the application of social engineering
techniques. Indeed, she implied that the American drive for success, and
the need Americans felt to be morally right in the purposes they pursued,
demanded nothing less as the ultimate goal of the war effort than the
creation of a new democratic world. There were problems to be sure—
such as reconciling democracy with social engineering and finding a
way to combine tolerance for diversity with the imperatives of world
order—but Mead thought they could be overcome.”” Thus her book, the
last chapter of which was entitled “Building the World New,” embodied
a nationalistic internationalism that some would consider characteristi-
cally American and that anticipated the hubris that postwar social sci-
entists were to display about their ability to reduce “tensions affecting
international understanding” through techniques such as the analysis
of national characters.*

Mead's discussion of the American character as such was plausible,
but unsurprising; many time-honored themes (individualism, success
orientation, the melting pot, the legacies of Puritanism and the frontier)
were treated explicitly or lurked just below the surface.” The most orig-
inal part of the book was her emphasis on the fixing of cultural char-
acteristics by childhood socialization and her discussion of patterns of
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family interaction as a formative influence on the American personality
structure. Thus while it was important that a leading anthropologist so
roundly affirmed the existence of national character as a scientifically
reputable reality, it was perhaps even more important that Mead’s highly
informal treatment of the subject overlapped at so many points with
traditional approaches and thereby tacitly conveyed the impression that
anyone could become a scientific commentator by spicing the standard
literary and historical materials with a few concepts taken from social
psychology.

Mead's And Keep Your Powder Dry and Benedict's book on the Jap-
anese, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946), were the first major
social scientific studies of national character, although there were several
shorter essays and many allusions to the subject during the wartime
years.” In the postwar period the floodgates opened. Among the most
significant works by social scientists were Geofirey Gorer's American
People (1948), a prepublication summary of which appeared in Life mag-
azine; Erik H. Erikson's “Reflections on the American Identity,” which
was chapter eight of Childhood and Society (1950); David Riesman's
fabulously popular Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American
Character (1950); and David Potter's People of Plenty: Economic Abun-
dance and the American Character (1954), a provocative attempt by a
historian to appropriate the methodological insights of the culture-and-
personality school.”

There is no room to document the assertion that the effort to un-
derstand the American character was central to American studies in the
decade after World War Il. Yet as anyone familiar with the movement in
those days could testify, that was almost its definition. Despite the pre-
tensions to clinical rigor on the part of social scientists, national character
was an inescapably diffuse notion referring broadly to the body of ideals,
values, and cultural traits held in common by the members of a given
national culture. Hence, as Max Lerner pointed out at the time, the
American character was spoken of interchangeably with the American
mind, the American spirit, the American tradition, the American creed,
the American civilization (the phrase Lerner himself preferred), or the
American way of life.”® Yet these were precisely the topics in which the
increasingly self-conscious devotees of American studies were interested.
Whether they approached their task by elucidating American symbols
and myths, by employing traditional literary or historical methods of
narrative and textual analysis, or by drawing on the social sciences, they
could all legitimately think of themselves as seeking to illuminate the
mysteries of the American character. What | have tried to show here is
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that World War 1l exerted a profound though hitherto unrecognized
influence on their work by giving new visibility and respectability to
national character studies and, even more decisively, by causing Amer-
ican scholars to appreciate more deeply the positive values embodied in
the nation’s social, political, and cultural traditions.
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Pluralism, Democracy, and Catholicism:
Religious Tensions

One aspect of wartime experience that has been largely forgotten, both
in the popular mind and by historians, is the effect the war had on religion
and religious groups in American society. Yet the crisis of war restored
religious ideas to intellectual respectability, enhanced the prestige of
“neo-orthodox” thinkers such as Reinhold Niebuhr, and stimulated such
rapid growth in church membership that people spoke in the postwar
years of a popular “revival of religion.” A different dimension of religious
change saw Protestant cultural hegemony challenged by the break-
through of Catholics and Jews to new levels of public visibility and in-
fluence. So noticeable was the combined effect of these changes that
social scientists began to treat religion as a marker of group boundaries
almost as important as race.

While the essays in part 3 touch on several aspects of the postwar
religious scene, they do not pretend to offer a comprehensive survey of
the topic. This chapter explores religious tensions in the postwar years,
specifically the controversies that broke out between Catholics on the
one hand and Protestants and secular liberals on the other. It could just
as well have been included under the heading “Religion and American
Diversity,” but I have placed it in part 2 because of the central role played
in the controversies by the war-related ideological themes of authoritar-
ianism, democracy, and pluralism.

My attention was first drawn to the “Catholic question” as a com-
plication of pluralism when I was working on the essay published here
as chapter 3, and the reader will see that Horace M. Kallen, the father
of cultural pluralism, figures prominently in this chapter too. It was first pre-
sented at the 1985 meeting of the Southern Historical Association in Hous-
ton, Texas and published a year and a.half later in the Review of Politics.

fter World War II bitter controversy broke out in the United States
between Catholics, on the one hand, and Protestants and liberals on

207
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the other. Although important issues were involved, these controversies
have attracted almost no scholarly attention. Donald Crosby’s book on
Catholics and McCarthyism is the only full-scale monograph dealing with
any aspect of the controversies of which | am aware." My intention here
is to draw attention to two additional aspects of the controversy which
touch on matters that are still of interest and in need of much more study
by historians. These are: 1) ambiguities in the concept of pluralism; and
2) a tendency that emerged in the critique of Catholic authoritarianism
to treat democracy as a civil religion. But before taking up these issues
we must look briefly at the development of “the Catholic issue” between
the Al Smith campaign of 1928 and the end of World War I1.

The 1928 election was, of course, the high point of anti-Catholic
sentiment in the twentieth century.” The extreme to which no-popery
was carried aroused considerable sympathy for Catholics, however, and
the next few years were marked by improved interreligious feeling. The
Depression, which crowded cultural issues off center stage, was basic to
this development, but as an important element in the Democratic coali-
tion, Catholics also benefited from Franklin D. Roosevelt's election. As
president, Roosevelt appointed more Catholics to office than anyone ever
had before. Catholics may also have benefited in a more diffuse way from
the concern for improved intergroup relations that emerged in the context
of New Deal liberalism."

After 1935 this mellowing was sharply offset by a series of devel-
opments that poisoned relations with liberals and Protestants. Concen-
trating first on the liberals (though recognizing that many Protestants
were included in this group), we note that Father Charles K. Coughlin’s
shift to an anti-New Deal position in 1935-36 alerted liberals to the
Fascistic tendencies of his activities.' Thereafter his growing extremism
on the menace of Communism, his open anti-Semitism after 1938, and
the sometimes violent behavior of his Christian Front followers contrib-
uted to the linkage between Catholicism and Fascism which many Amer-
ican liberals took for granted by the end of the decade. In New York City,
where much liberal opinion was formed, Catholic anti-Semitism (and
Christian Front hooliganism) reflected not just the influence of Coughlin
but also Irish Catholic frustration over losses sustained in the 1930s to
the growing political, economic, and cultural power of the city’s Jewish
community.”

Most decisive in reawakening hostility to the Catholic church, how-
ever, was the Spanish Civil War."” Public opinion favored the Loyalists by
a wide margin, and to liberals the war was a clear-cut contest between
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Fascism and democracy in which the Catholic church had shown its
true colors by rallving to the Fascists. American Catholic opinion was
almost as strongly pro-Franco; according to Catholic commentators, the
real issue was Communism, which they believed dominated the Repub-
lican side and which they held primarily responsible for the Lovalists’
campaign of persecution against the church in Spain. The ideological
conflict could hardly have been more direct. What was even more alarm-
ing to the liberals, however, was that the Catholic church seemed to be
dictating American foreign policy by mobilizing the political influence of
Catholic voters.

The episode that solidified this impression was Catholic opposition
to lifting the embargo on arms sales to the Spanish Republicans. Al-
though scholars are divided on whether Catholic influence was in fact
decisive in keeping the embargo in force, liberals were convinced that it
was, and it made them furious.” To Harold lckes, caving in to Catholic
pressure was “the mangiest, scabbiest cat” that could possibly be let out
of the bag, and he freely predicted that it would generate an anti-Catholic
backlash.” Even the semireclusive literary scholar Van Wyck Brooks was
deeply upset by the specter of “Political Catholicism.” He had lost sleep
over it, he confided to Lewis Mumford. “For the Catholic Church is
growing so bold in this country. It defeats every measure for decent
living.” Yet how could one combat it without arousing the furies of ig-
norant no-popery?’

The liberal case against the Catholic church was summed up in
1939 in George Seldes's Catholic Crisis, a book that one reviewer thought
(incorrectly) might “become the novissimum testamentum of the rapidly
growing American anti-Catholic reaction.”" To Seldes the Catholic
church was clearly in league with Fascism. Support for Franco was the
centerpiece, but Vatican softness toward Germany and Italy, and oppo-
sition to liberalism and Communism, buttressed his case. The domestic
scene Seldes covered with a farrago of evidence ranging from Father
Coughlin and anti-Semitism to Catholic ties with corrupt politicians (es-
pecially Boss Hague) and objectionable pressure group tactics brought
to bear on Congress, state legislatures, the press, the film industry, and
private groups or individuals who espoused causes of which Catholics
disapproved, such as birth control."'

Seldes’s indictment was comprehensive in its way, but it failed to
bring out the point that the clash between Catholics and liberals was at
bottom one of radically divergent worldviews. For Catholics, the great
evil of the day was secularism—the exclusion of God from human life,
personal and social—and against that evil they launched a vigorous cam-
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paign in the 1930s and 1940s." Essential to the campaign was a philo-
sophical critique of the intellectual position underlying secularism; in
carrying out that critique, Catholics became involved in harsh polemics
with the thinkers they called “naturalists,” the most prominent of whom
was John Dewey. As pacesetters for American liberalism, thinkers such
as Dewey already had ample reason for annoyance at Catholics; the
assault on their ideas and the degree to which religious ideas seemed to
be regaining intellectual respectability aroused them to something like
outrage.

The deepest source of bitterness was that Catholics and naturalists
each accused the other of holding principles that furnished the intellec-
tual foundation for totalitarianism."” Underlying the mutual recrimina-
tion was a disagreement about how values are grounded. Catholics and
other “absolutists,” as they came to be known, held that there is an
inherent structure of value in reality; that man can discern its basic
pattern, and that he is obligated to take it as his guide in the social and
political realm as well as in personal and family life. The naturalists, or
“relativists,” on the other hand. denied that reality exhibited any such
inherent structure of value; they affirmed instead that man evolves his
own values from social experience and imposes them on reality.

The relativist position dominated American intellectual life in the
1930s, but those who held it were profoundly discomfited by the charge
that their own principles left them no grounds on which to object to
Hitler because all he was doing was imposing on reality a set of values
different from their own, but which they had no warrant for saying was
evil. Moreover, the charge continued, by denying that values rested on
anything more than human volition, the relativists had actually paved
the intellectual way for Hitlerism. Unable to refute the charge as for-
mulated, the relativists simply dismissed it and brought a tu quoque
countercharge against the absolutists. According to their etiology, total-
itarianism in politics derived from authoritarianism in thought; that in
turn was inseparable from the conviction that one could attain the truth
about things in their very essence; hence Catholics and other absolutists
were the real intellectual progenitors of totalitarianism.

This interpretation complemented the widely accepted linkage be-
tween Catholicism and Fascism, and it was the majority view of American
intellectuals. But the Catholic-absolutist critique had put secular intel-
lectuals on the defensive for a time, and it would have required super-
natural patience (to which, of course. they made no pretension) for them
not to have felt anger as well as chagrin. By the time the war ended,
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they were thoroughly aroused on the subject of Catholic authoritarianism
and prepared to respond vigorously to any further provocation."

Protestants too had had as much as they could take of Catholic
“aggressiveness.” Many of them were alienated in the late 1930s for
reasons already mentioned. Yet the campaign for interreligious broth-
erhood being promoted by the National Conference of Christians and
Jews provided a countercurrent of good will. In these circumstances,
President Roosevelt’s 1939 appointment of Myron C. Taylor as his “per-
sonal representative” to the Vatican constituted a significant turning
point in the overall climate of Protestant feeling. Because it raised the
church-state issue in highly visible form, and even more because it
seemed to symbolize a new status for Catholics in the national com-
munity, the Taylor appointment aroused strong Protestant opposition
from groups relatively untouched by the anti-Catholic feeling generated
by issues such as the Spanish Civil War."”

The church-state issue was sharpened in 1940 by the appearance
of a book restating the traditional teaching on the desirability of Cathol-
icism’s being the established religion of the state. Separation of church
and state and religious freedom were, according to this teaching, merely
expedients tolerable in situations where the Catholic faith could not, for
practical reasons, be established as the religion of the state. This for-
mulation was all the more shocking because its author was John A. Ryan,
the outstanding American Catholic liberal of his generation. Naturally,
no non-Catholic reader was satisfied with Ryan’s bland reassurance that
the possibility of establishing the Catholic religion in the United States
was so remote that no sensible person need feel any concern about it.
Indeed, the Ryan book seemed to give the lie to the protestations by
American Catholic leaders that they were sincerely committed to the
American principle of religious freedom and church-state separation.'®

The growing strength and assertiveness of American Catholics took
on a more disquieting cast in the light of this revelation of what Prot-
estants regarded as the. ultimate intentions harbored by the Catholic
church. Something else that heightened their anxieties was the convic-
tion that the hierarchy was pursuing a carefully thought out plan to “take
over” America and subvert the democratic ideals and values that were
rooted in its Protestant heritage. The degree to which this conviction had
established itself by the end of the war in the minds of the leaders of
mainstream Protestantism—not just the radical fringe of traditional
Catholic baiters—is made clear by an eight-part series by Harold E.
Fey entitled “Can Catholicism Win America,” which appeared in the
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Christian Century between 29 November 1944 and 17 January
1945."7

Fey was an editor of the magazine; he was clearly not a bigot in the
old-fashioned sense, and he conceded that any religious group had a
right to try to build up its following. “But,” he added, “when the extension
of a religious faith becomes an avowed means of gaining political and
social power looking toward clerical domination of American culture,
objections are in order.” The Catholic hierarchy, in Fey's view, was mak-
ing a calculated grab for power that was “conceived in totalitarian
terms.”" Other Protestant writers also warned against “emergent cleri-
calism” and pointed to abuses it had produced in other lands—*the
crucifixion of liberty, political fascism, social decadence, revolutionary
violence, and anti-clerical revolt.”"” The lesson for Protestants who cared
about their religion and the national culture that had sprung from it was
obvious: they had to arouse themselves to the danger and develop a
militance of their own in behalf of the “culture of liberty.”™"

The stage was thus set for a major eruption over “the Catholic issue”
when the war ended. There was nothing like the groundswell of popular
no-popery that existed in the 1920s, but both Protestant and secular
liberal elites felt that Catholic presumptuousness had gone too far.*
Catholics, for their part, had so completely internalized the conviction
they were underdogs in American society that they seemed unaware
others regarded them as aggressors.” Indeed, their very heedlessness,
springing from what was called “insulation from the main stream of
American life and thought,” was urged as a complaint against them.**

But Catholics might have responded that it was time for “the main-
stream” to be redefined. Had they not proved their devotion to American
ideals by wartime service and sacrifice? Had not the war itself discredited
liberal optimism and vindicated Catholic teaching on the reality of sin
and man’s need for divine assistance? Was not their longstanding op-
position to Communism in the process of being vindicated by postwar
disillusionment and the emerging Cold War? Of course Catholics were
conscious of differing from others on many issues, but they considered
their position correct and thought they were equally entitled with others
to try to influence the direction of national policy. From the Catholic
viewpoint, this was a matter not of being presumptuous or aggressive
but of asserting the legitimate claims of a large group of Americans who
were no longer willing to be told by others how they should behave.

The clash was not long in coming.*! Traditional sore points such as
U.S.-Vatican relations, restrictions placed on Protestant missionaries in
Latin America, and Roman ties with conservative regimes in Europe
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continued as significant irritants. But the quarrel over public aid for
parochial schools soon emerged as the paramount issue, especially when
it became interwoven with postwar attempts to provide federal aid to
education, and when the U.S. Supreme Court decision in the Everson
case (1947) sanctioned the use of public funds to bus parochial school
children, while at the same time setting forth a very stringent definition
of the “wall of separation” between church and state. The decision gal-
vanized into action the newly formed organization Protestants and Other
Americans United for the Separation of Church and State, which pursued
a militantly anti-Catholic line. Later decisions of the court in the Mc-
Collum (1948) and Zorach (1952) cases steered a somewhat zigzag
course with respect to religion and education and kept the school question
in the forefront of controversy.”

Although secular liberals operated from different premises, they
agreed with Protestants on the school question. Paul Blanshard’s Amer-
ican Freedom and Catholic Power (1949) set forth the liberal case against
Catholicism in comprehensive terms. The school issue was very prom-
inent, but Blanshard also scored Catholic censorship, the crude use of
political clout to impose a repressive morality on others, support for re-
actionary political regimes, disregard for civil liberties, and, most basi-
cally, the church’s adherence to a hierarchical principle of organization
that made it intrinsically un-American. When portions of the book ap-
peared as a series of articles in the Nation, they set off a bitter quarrel
in New York; the appearance of the book itself called forth an angry flood
of Catholic responses. Blanshard elaborated his charge in 1951 with a
second book drawing out the parallels between Catholicism and Com-
munism as two opposed totalitarian systems.*

Catholics” anti-Communism, already a matter of great concern to
liberals, took on an even more sinister cast in 1950 when it became
intertangled with McCarthyism.”” The junior senator from Wisconsin
was, of course, a Catholic, and he had much Catholic support. But Ca-
tholicism itself was not the central issue in McCarthyism, and Catholics
were divided in their reactions to McCarthy. Although suspicions lingered
after McCarthy's downfall, “the Catholic issue” had receded from prom-
inence by that time. The appearance in 1955 of Will Herberg’s Protes-
tant-Catholic-Jew, which presented a sympathetic picture of Catholicism
as one of the “three great faiths of democracy,” can be taken as an
indication that the period of controversy was over.”

With this rough sketch of the background, and without attempting
to treat the subject comprehensively, we turn now to the ambiguities of
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pluralism. Although Horace M. Kallen introduced the key term cultural
pluralism in the twenties, it did not catch on until the end of the next
decade and came into general use only in the wartime years and after.
By that time it meant something quite different from what Kallen orig-
inally had in mind. Written in reaction to the hundred-percent Ameri-
canism of World War 1, his original version of cultural pluralism was
radically antiassimilationist. It envisaged American nationality not as a
distinctive something-in-itself but as a collocation of autonomous ethnic
nationalities, each of which had its own spiritual enclave, all somehow
coexisting harmoniously within the political entity called the United
States. When the term was taken up by the students of intergroup re-
lations in the late thirties, however, cultural pluralism had lost its hard
edge and become an enlightened form of Americanization theory. Al-
though it laid verbal stress on diversity, its proponents acknowledged
that it was “essentially a technique of social adjustment which will make
possible the preservation of the best of all cultures™ as contributors to
the generic American culture. [t was, in other words, a relaxed version
of the classic melting pot ideal, which was precisely what Kallen meant
to discredit and overthrow.*

The assimilationist version of cultural pluralism came into wider
usage in the war years because it was ideally suited to the rhetorical
requirements of the situation—that is, it allowed the insistence on war-
time unity to be couched in the language of tolerance and respect for
diversity. We were, after all, fighting a brutal totalitarian regime based
on an abhorrent doctrine of racial supremacy. What united us in this
desperate struggle was our common commitment to a set of ideals, the
ideals of democracy—indeed, of Western civilization—among which re-
spect for the dignity of the individual, whatever his background, loomed
very large. Sharing this common ground, our differences were unim-
portant. Of course, we had to live up to our ideals; hence the message
of tolerance for diversity, respect for cultural pluralism, took on a certain
urgency. But at bottom it assumed we were more alike than different
because we were “Americans All.” As Louis Adamic put the matter in
1940: by respecting diversity, “we will produce unity—automatically—
and make it dynamic, bring[ing] out the basic sameness of people.”™

As this term that seemed to say one thing and mean another became
ever more bland and innocuous, students of government complicated
matters even more by applying the word pluralism to America’s multi-
group political system. Although it came out ol a different intellectual
tradition, this usage blended with pluralism as it was understood by
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commentators on intergroup relations, making the term more diffuse and
generalized than ever."

Catholics were conventionally included among the minorities to be
cherished in our pluralistic society, and reducing religious prejudice was
a time-honored goal of those committed to better intergroup relations.
Catholics found the idea of pluralism congenial and were using the term
freely by around 1950. By that date social scientists were also calling
attention to the tendency for ethnic distinctiveness to fade into a broader
social differentiation based on religion. This interpretation, fully elabo-
rated in Herberg's triple-melting-pot thesis of 1955, suggested that cul-
tural pluralism was resolving itsell into religious pluralism, or at least
that religion and race were the most basic elements in American plu-
ralism.*

That, of course, was how Catholics saw the matter. Being defined
as a religious minority, they regarded respect for religious differences as
the foundation stone of American pluralism, which they interpreted to
mean that a religious minority was warranted in pursuing its own way
of life so long as it did not thereby infringe on the rights of others. Hence
they were shocked when Protestants and liberals denounced as “divisive”
activities that Catholics believed were wholly legitimate expressions of
American pluralism.

Although occasionally referred to in the twenties and thirties, divi-
siveness emerged as a leading issue only in the postwar era of religious
controversy when it was closely associated with the school question.*
Not only were Catholic efforts to get public funds for their schools de-
nounced as divisive; so also was the very existence of parochial schools,
even if maintained by Catholics themselves on a fully voluntary basis.
Nor could the charge always be dismissed as the work of Catholic-baiters
such as Paul Blanshard. 1t was also made by the prestigious president
of Harvard University, James B. Conant. While disclaiming any thought
of weakening America’s prized diversity, he nevertheless characterized
parochial schools as a threat to national unity. Indeed, Conant sounded
like an old-fashioned advocate of the melting pot in praising the role
played by the public school in assimilating immigrants.®’

Divisiveness was not, however, confined to the schools. Protestant
observers had long warned that the hierarchy was mobilizing the Catholic
faithful into religiously segregated associations as part of their campaign
to take over American society. The tremendous array of institutions and
societies Catholics had built up, along with the heavy stress laid on what
was called “Catholic Action,” lent plausibility to such fears.” By 1951
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the danger seemed so pressing that the Christian Century was moved
to the extreme of repudiating pluralism itself. An editorial entitled “Plu-
ralism—National Menace” made the warning explicit, linking it with an
exposé of Catholic mobilization in the city of Buffalo which was described
in an accompanying article. In the face of this kind of pluralism, the
editors felt no embarrassment in calling universal public education “the
sine qua non of a homogeneous society,” and in urging “straightforward,
uncompromising resistance to any efforts by any group to subvert the
traditional American way of life."*

Rejection of pluralism itselt was highly anomalous, and quite un-
necessary in view of the availability of divisiveness as a pejorative term.
That is no doubt the reason the Christian Century’s repudiation of plu-
ralism had no impact on general usage. But it does call attention to the
puzzling relationship of pluralism and divisiveness. Why was the former
overwhelmingly acclaimed while the latter was universally deplored? Was
it possible to be pluralized without being somehow divided? What made
one kind of diversity good and another kind bad? For enlightenment of
this perplexity we turn to Horace Kallen, the inventor of “cultural plu-
ralism.

Kallen’s Cultural Pluralism and the American ldea (1956) was his
first major treatment of the subject in thirty years, and his ideas had
changed dramatically. Pluralism was no longer primarily associated with
ethnic cultures and their preservation; the vision of a federation of na-
tionalities had vanished. Rather, cultural pluralism had been extended
to include the most “diverse utterance of diversities—regional, local,
religious, ethnic, esthetic, industrial, sporting, and political.” But Kallen
was not prepared to embrace every kind of pluralism: absolutist or iso-
lationist pluralism, a pluralism of noninteracting social monads, he re-
jected with something like indignation.*

Kallen's style is diffuse, and it is difficult at times to make out exactly
what he is saying, but his criteria of acceptability seemed to derive from
what he referred to as “the philosophy of Cultural Pluralism.™® This
philosophy envisioned reality as a perpetual flux; an unending cosmic
coming and going; nothing absolute or fixed. Since this was the nature
of reality in itself, pluralism—understood as recognition of this state of
affairs and a willingness to accommodate to it through openness and
flexibility—was obviously the appropriate social policy. A correct under-
standing of cultural pluralism, in other words, implied acceptance of a
specific metaphysical position, although Kallen would probably have ob-
jected to calling it that, since it was, from his viewpoint, simply the way
things are.
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Correctly understood, pluralism was synonymous with American-
ism. That was the point of Kallen's title—Cultural Pluralism and the
American Idea—and of the long passages given over a Whitmanesque
roll call of the prophets, symbols, doctrines, and documents that com-
prised “the Bible of America.”™ As this language suggests, Kallen tended
to erect Americanism into a civil religion; indeed, he conceded the point
in responding to a Roman Catholic critic who objected to his treating
Americanism as “an ultimate ideology . . . a surrogate religion.” Of course
the “American Idea” was not a surrogate religion. “It is,” Kallen declared,
“that apprehension of human nature and human relations, which every
sort and condition of Protestant, Catholic, Judaist, Moslem, Buddhist, and
every other communion must agree upon, be converted to and convinced
of, if they mean to live freely and peacefully together as equals, none
penalizing the other for his otherness and all insuring each the equal
protection of the law. And this,” he concluded roundly, “is how the
American Idea is, literally, religion.”™"

Given this confession of faith, one begins to see why Catholics and
secular liberals were at loggerheads on pluralism and divisiveness. Kal-
len, who spoke with authority in this area, affirmed that pluralism and
Americanism were the same thing and that it (or they) required everyone
to accept the same substantive “apprehension of human nature and
human relations.” Catholics believed almost precisely the opposite. Far
from requiring this kind of agreement, American pluralism, in their view,
designated a system that allowed people to live together in civic peace
despite their disagreements on basic beliefs about human nature and
human relations.”

The terminology in which discussions of pluralism were carried on
made it almost impossible to discern this fundamental difference of view.
The differences emerge more clearly in another article of Kallen's entitled
“Democracy’s True Religion,” discussion of which brings us to the second
major issue | want to touch on—the tendency to treat democracy as a
civil religion which emerged in the critique of Catholic authoritarianism.™

The role played by World War 11 in stimulating the development of
democracy as a civil religion can hardly be overestimated. The need to
mobilize the nation’s spiritual resources in the desperate struggle against
totalitarianism naturally brought about a terrific emphasis on democracy
as the symbol of the values for which we fought. As a result, wartime
nationalism assumed a highly ideological form, expressing itself in fer-
vent reaffirmations of traditional democratic ideals, the four freedoms,
and what Gunnar Myrdal called in 1944 “the American creed.” Mention
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of Myrdal in this context calls to mind another aspect of the situation,
already alluded to in passing, namely the point that emphasis on the
universalistic values of democracy as the basis of wartime unity was what
made possible the seemingly paradoxical celebration of pluralism. It was,
to repeat, only because the nation was united on the ideology of democ-
racy that it was committed to tolerating diversity—and could afford to
do so."

All this was, in my opinion, not only understandable in the circum-
stances but also necessary and proper. | do not, in other words. regard
what has just been said as an unmasking of something cynical or ma-
nipulative,"* On the contrary, | cannot conceive of anything more ap-
propriate for emphasis at the time than the traditions of democracy. But
of course there were drawbacks as well. Like all developments, the em-
phasis on democracy was subject to its own distinctive excesses, labored
under built-in difficulties, and carried negative potentialities.

The most obvious negative potentiality was realized in the semi-
hysteria over subversion that developed in the Cold War vears. Although
deplorable, this kind of fixation on the danger of “un-American” tenden-
cies was but the obverse side of wartime insistence on the democratic
ideology as the touchstone of national unity.

The built-in difficulty that democracy is a highly abstract concept
that means different things to different people tended to aggravate the
impassioned confusion of the postwar years. Misunderstanding springing
from this source led easily to suspicion of bad faith, for it is difficult not
to question the honesty of an antagonist who claims to be devoted to a
principle cherished by all, but who interprets it as justifying policies one
believes to be perverse. While it was inherent in the situation, this dif-
ficulty was perhaps made worse by the tendency of secular liberals to
think of democracy in “cultural” terms, that is, as a mode of behavior or
“way of life.” rather than as a set of institutional arrangements or the
principles that those institutions were intended to embody. "

The cultural definition of democracy appealed to the liberals because
it enabled them to get around the claim of the absolutists that the good
society had to be based on common assent to universally binding general
principles. But it inevitably implied a behavioral test of true democracy.
After all, if democracy is a way of life, only those who live that way are
really democrats. To the extent that they accepted a cultural definition
of democracy, liberals were thus inadvertently erecting behavioral con-
formity into the test of authentic Americanism.

The built-in difficulties and negative potentialities already mentioned
were reinforced by what I consider the distinctive excess of the wartime
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emphasis on democracy—namely, the tendency to invest democracy with
the aura of the sacred, to exalt it to the level of a civil religion. Given
democracy’s close association with the deepest values of Western civi-
lization, this kind of tendency was natural enough at a time when those
values were threatened with annihilation. More often than not, it was
merely an implicit tendency—illustrated, for example, in the crisis-in-
duced association of American values and the “Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion"—but it was occasionally formulated in more explicit terms.’ The
article by Kallen referred to above is one of these explicit formulations,
and it also illustrates how liberals sometimes insisted on conformity to
their understanding of “the democratic way of life” as the test of true
Americanism.

Kallen’s article, which was popular in approach, appeared in the
Saturday Review of Literature in July 1951."" Defining religion in Dew-
eyesque terms as that which a person invests with ultimate importance
and “bets his life on,” Kallen proceeded immediately to the assertion that
science and democracy were a religion in this sense. They were one
religion because science was democracy in the realm of ideas, while
democracy was “the method of science” applied to human relations. This
religion was also called “secularism,” a designation that Kallen accepted
despite the hackles it raised in some quarters.*

The distinctive feature of this religion, according to Kallen, was that
its “what” was a “how,” by which he meant that its content was a process
or method rather than a body of teachings. That method he described
as “a free mobility, wherein majorities may become minorities without
any loss of rights and minorities [may become] majorities without any
accrual of privilege; where every majority guarantees all minorities equal
liberty and equal justice and protects them from the dangers of coercion
and injustice at its own hands.” Attuned as it was to the cosmic flux of
reality, this religion assured an “open society in which the entire mis-
cellany of mankind may enter freely and move and have their beings in
safety, all equally free to unite themselves with their fellows or to abandon
one union and join another as their consciences direct, their needs
prompt, and their understandings guide.™"

This religion—which was Kallen’s midcentury version of pluralism
seen from a different angle—might appear terribly vague, but it was not
without practical implications. For true believers like Kallen, “the dem-
ocratic faith” was “the religion of and for religions”—in other words, it
was superior to all other religions and had the responsibility of seeing to
it that they obeyed its principles. No “assumption of infallibility” on the
part of a subordinate faith could be tolerated, for example, nor could any
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other practice “repugnant to the religious life” as that was defined by
the religion of science and democracy. And since “free mobility” was the
crucial “what/how” of the democratic faith, it was unacceptable for any
subordinate religion to impede the free coming and going of its followers
by attempting to keep them apart from other religionists.™

From what has already been said, one might infer that the Roman
Catholic church would have trouble adjusting itself to the regime of
science-democracy-secularism as the religion of religions. Another area
of incompatibility emerged from Kallen’s discussion of ministry. Since it
did not accept any “invidious distinction between the ‘religious’ and the
other vocations of man.” the democratic faith affirmed “the priesthood
of all believers” and thereby consummated the liberation of the human
conscience begun by the Protestant Reformation. Directly opposed to
this democratic understanding of religious ministry was “clericalism,”
by which Kallen understood the pretension of a sacerdotal caste to special
powers that were used to justify special privileges.™

By this point in the article it was clear that Catholicism was incom-
patible with the religion of science and democracy. Kallen did not shrink
from the duty this laid upon him of pointing out that fact, and of exploring
its implications. Indeed, he devoted at least one-fifth of his space to the
peril to democracy posed by “the Roman Catholic hierarchy,” which had
become so “notably aggressive” in resisting the salutary processes of
secularization that all non-Catholics were justifiably alarmed. He covered
familiar ground in saying that the church had “declared war” on church-
state separation, denounced the U.S. Supreme Court, and demanded an
ambassador to the Vatican. He was more original, however, in relating
these offenses to a perverted interpretation of the American principle of
freedom of religion.™

According to the “sacerdotal argument” advanced by the Roman
hierarchy, Kallen explained, freedom of religion was identified with “the
liberty of a priestly craft [sic], calling themselves ‘the teaching church,’
to impose its authority willy-nilly.” But that was, of course, wrong; free-
dom of religion was not intended to allow churches to conduct themselves
in keeping with their own law, “such as the canon law.” What freedom
of religion really involved, Kallen declared as the exegete of the demo-
cratic faith, was “recognition by the state . . . of the liberty of the personal
conscience . . . of the individual’s right of private judgment which secures
him from the aggressions and coercions of sacerdotal authority.” In other
words, it was the job of the state to make sure all the subordinate religions
conducted themselves “democratically” in their dealings with their own
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communicants. And if they didn't, the state would presumably require
them to do so.”

As an illustration of this extraordinary interpretation of freedom of
religion and separation of church and state, Kallen pointed to the area
of education. Consider the case, he said. of “an American parent believing
in the Roman Catholic religion.” Such persons had as much right as
anyone else to send their children to the public school; but according to
the law of the Catholic church, they could do so only under pain of sin.
This amounted, in Kallen's view, to “suppression of the parent’s right by
clerical coercion,” and it constituted “a violation of the Constitution.”*
He failed to specify what should be done, but since it was unconstitutional
and wrong, judicial and/or legislative relief would seem to be called for—
court orders or laws spelling out what the Catholic church could and
could not do in maintaining its own internal discipline. Theoretically, the
church might be required to do away with the hierarchy as such, since
that authoritarian structure was clearly the root of the offense against
the religion of science, democracy, and secularism.

Even without drawing that inference, Kallen's article confirmed pre-
cisely the point Catholics were always urging against their secular-liberal
critics—namely, that the secular-liberal position amounted to a religion
in itself and one that claimed the privileged status of being normative
for American society. Kallen's affirmation of his own sectarian version of
democracy as a civil religion was not a momentary aberration; he repeated
itin 1954 and 1965.7 Nor was he the only one to make such an affirmation
in that era. J. Paul Williams, a professor of religion at Mount Holyoke,
did the same, laying particular emphasis on the role of the public school
in inculcating “the democratic ideal as religion |sic|.” Williams spoke of
the public school as “a veritable temple for the indoctrination of democ-
racy” and prescribed as “worship” school exercises aimed at revitalizing
democratic idealism. Will Herberg asserted in 1952 that “influential Jew-
ish religious leaders™ had been advocating essentially the same thing
“for years.”™

This kind of talk was an embarrassment to public school spokes-
persons who endorsed strict separationism and insisted that secular ed-
ucation was in no way identifiable with religious or “metaphysical” in-
struction. In 1954, however, the prominent historian of American
religion Sidney E. Mead chided the public for ignoring Williams’s ar-
gument. Mead, who was to emerge in the 1960s as a leading apologist
for American civil religion, all but explicitly endorsed Williams’s dictum
that “governmental agencies must teach the democratic ideal as reli-
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gion.” This, he frankly admitted, “is essentially an appeal for a State
Church in the United States. and . . . [the] arguments for it largely parallel
those traditionally used to defend Establishments.™

What Mead failed to explain was how such an establishment could
get around the First Amendment, which proscribed establishments of
religion without making an exception for the religion of democracy. Writ-
ers sympathetic to American civil religion do not address this problem
very straightforwardly—at least not in the terms presented here. Perhaps
the reason is that, for a writer such as Kallen, the word democracy stood
for the ultimate principles underlying human life, and the idea that the
Constitution could really proscribe its being “established™ as the common
faith of Americans was simply incoherent. But this, of course, is merely
to assume that the religion of democracy cannot be proscribed because
it is true, while it is entirely proper for false religions to be proscribed—
especially (Kallen at least would add) religions as antipathetic to “de-
mocracy” as Roman Catholicism was.

It was because of this tendency to absolutize democracy. to elevate
it to religious status, that Catholics, who were themselves abused as
authoritarians, responded in like terms, calling their secularist critics
“totalitarians” who insisted that everyone else think and act as they did.™
While often shrill in defending themselves, Catholics were on solid
ground in rejecting Kallen’s “democratic faith” as the normative for-
mulation of Americanism. At the same time, reasonable Catholics were
deeply concerned to mitigate the controversies and to correct the genuine
abuses their critics pointed out. Most of all, Catholics were embarrassed
by commitment to an outmoded ideal of church-state union. Hence it is
no accident that a revitalized American Catholic liberalism was forged
in the era of controversy, the most significant achievement of which was
John Courtney Murray's working out of a persuasive Catholic rationale
for religious freedom and separation of church and state."™

But that is another story. The point of this one is that analysis of the
controversies of the forties helps us to identity basic conceptual ambi-
guities that have persisted in more recent discussions of pluralism and
democracy, religion and secular humanism.
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Hansen, Herberg, and American Religion

The expression Hansen's law enjoys nothing like the popularity of terms
such as melting pot, pluralism, or more recently, diversity, but it is quite
familiar to students of immigration and ethnicity. It commemorates Mar-
cus Lee Hansen, a great pioneering figure in the study of immigration
to the United States, who encapsulated what he called “the principle of
third generation interest” in these memorable words: “What the son
wishes to forget the grandson wishes to remember.” This striking for-
mulation has been known as Hansen's law since Will Herberg called it
that in his influential study of the postwar revival of religion, Protestant-
Catholic-Jew (1955).

Hansen's law was first enunciated in a lecture given before the
Augustana Historical Society in 1937, and the fiftieth anniversary of that
event was marked by a scholarly conference on Hansen's work held at
Augustana College in Rock Island, [llinois. My being invited to participate
in that gathering provided the stimulus to look more closely into the way
Hansen's ideas have been employed by students of American ethnic and
religious history. The results, which first appeared in American Immi-
grants and Their Generations (1990), edited by Peter Kivisto and Dag
Blanck, both surprised me and confirmed what I suspected.

I was surprised to discover, for example, that Hansen did not really
discuss or offer evidence for the principle of third-generation interest—
he simply assumed it as a given and used it as a springboard to get into
the main body of his lecture. I was even more surprised to discover that
the published version of the lecture attracted no notice whatsoever be-
tween 1938, when it first appeared, and 1952, when it was reprinted as
a “classic essay.” On the other hand, my suspicion that students of
American religion were primarily responsible for giving visibility to Han-
sen’s law was confirmed. Even there, however, it was a surprise to learn
that the recovery and early popularization of Hansen'’s ideas were exclu-
sively the work of Jewish scholars. This finding furnishes the occasion
for some speculations toward the end of the essay on the relationship
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between Jewish religion and Jewish ethnicity and on the role of World
War 1l in highlighting the former as opposed to the latter. All in all, the
project confirmed my belief that tracing the usage of terms and concepts
is a rewarding approach to the history of intergroup relations, ethnicity,
and religion.

Now universally regarded by scholars in the field as a classic, Hansen's
celebrated essay, “The Problem of the Third Generation Immigrant,”
attracted no notice whatsoever until fourteen years after its original pub-
lication. It was brought to the attention of Commentary's readers in
November 1952 as being especially pertinent to the contemporary situ-
ation of American Jews. Three years later, Will Herberg popularized
“Hansen’s law”"—a term he introduced—by arguing in his widely read
Protestant-Catholic-Jew that the statement “what the son wishes to for-
get the grandson wishes to remember” was one of the main conceptual
keys to understanding the postwar “revival of religion.” Thus the appli-
cability of Hansen's third-generation thesis to religious phenomena was
what put his 1938 essay into general circulation. It was, indeed, in pre-
cisely this context that the essay first came to be regarded as a classic,
despite the oblivion into which it had fallen after its original publication.
These facts seem to me sufficiently intriguing to justify a closer look at
the relationship between Hansen's essay and religion. My aim is simply
to open the subject; if my observations seem at times speculative, 1 would
claim as warrant the venturesome example Hansen set in his original
discussion.

The original lecture being the obvious place to begin, we note first
that it was delivered under the auspices of a church-related organiza-
tion—the Augustana Historical Society—to an audience whose historical
identity was inseparable from the religion around which their life as a
social collectivity was structured. Hansen was quite conscious of the
aegis under which he spoke. Indeed, he felt some concern that the
religious context might lead his audience to put an unduly narrow con-
struction on the message he wanted to get across. This uneasiness played
no small part in shaping his treatment of “the problem of the third
generation immigrant,” as a brief review of his lecture will show.'

Those whose expectations were formed by Herberg and other recent
commentators may feel surprise, if not bewilderment, on looking into the
original lecture; the “problem,” as Hansen himselt explains it, is not
what they have been led to expect. The problem is not to determine
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whether such a thing as “the principle of third generation interest” ac-
tually exists, or to account for its origins, or to establish how extensively
its influence is felt. All these matters are, for Hansen, quite unproblem-
atic. He simply asserts the principle as one of “the laws of history . . .
applicable in all fields of historical study” and asserts further that it
derives from an “almost universal phenomenon” of human psychology
(“what the son wishes to forget the grandson wishes to remember”).
Although he calls the third-generation principle a “theory,” he makes no
effort to verify it in a rigorous way. Rather, he “illustrates” its operation
by more or less offthand references to the contemporary interest in the
history of the South—not disdaining to instance the case of Gone With
the Wind, “written by a granddaughter of the Confederacy”—and to the
emergence of immigrant historical societies.” Only after having dealt with
what posterity regards as the heart of the matter in a series of general-
izations so impressionistic that they might be said to fall into the “arm-
chair” category does Hansen get around to the “problem.”

What then was the problem? Simply this: How was the third gen-
eration’s interest in its group heritage—assumed as a given—to be “or-
ganized and directed” in such a way as to produce the most fruitful
historiographical results? Because the Augustana Historical Society was
one of the organizations exemplifying third-generation historical interest,
the “problem” had immediate application to Hansen's audience.” And it
was in suggesting how they ought to deal with it that he betrayed the
uneasiness alluded to above.

Two general principles, according to Hansen, ought to guide the
third generation’s historical work: it should avoid “self-laudation” and
hew to “broad impartial lines,” and it should aim to “make a permanent
contribution to the meaning of American history at large.” To elucidate
the former, Hansen admonished his audience on five points that related
directly to the religious matrix from which the Augustana Historical
Society sprang. They must look beyond the church in telling the story
of their past; they should study first the context in which the church
was planted and grew; they ought to give particular attention to groups
“that broke with the faith of the old country”; they were not to overlook
the political influence of the Augustana Synod; finally, they must also
pay attention to groups that were the church’s “competitors in the matter
of interest, affection and usefulness.™

Hansen's remarks on the second general principle, although of con-
siderable intrinsic interest, do not bear directly on the religious dimen-
sion. His guidelines on avoiding group “self-laudation” reveal very clearly,
however, that he was sensitive to the religious aspect of the immigrant’s



234 RELIGION AND AMERICAN DIVERSITY

historical heritage and group consciousness. They indicate with equal
clarity that he regarded it as something that could easily distort a group’s
historical self-understanding. It would be rash to conclude. on this evi-
dence alone, that Hansen had little historical interest in matters religious.
What the lecture does establish beyond peradventure is that he did not
find in the third-generation principle the special significance for religious
development that later commentators emphasized.

Although it is proverbially difficult to prove a negative, a strong case
can be made to show that “The Problem of the Third Generation Im-
migrant” was unknown to the intellectual world in general until 1952,
First, the form in which it was published—as a pamphlet by a local
historical society—gave it far less visibility than it would have had as a
journal article. Hansen quite possibly never saw it in print himself, for
he died in May of the year it was published [1938]. Thus he never had
a chance to call it to the attention of colleagues or to develop more
systematically the principle of third-generation interest. He did refer to
the principle in speaking to an audience of social workers a few weeks
after the Augustana lecture, but that talk attracted little attention at the
time and was not made known to scholars until 1979 It seems reason-
able to conclude that Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., did not know about the
Augustana lecture, for he did not include it, or make any reference to it,
in the volume of Hansen's essays that he edited as The Immigrant in
American History. Neither did C. Frederick Hansen say anything about
“The Problem of the Third Generation Immigrant” in a biographical
memoir of his brother, entitled “Marcus Lee Hansen—Historian of Im-
migration,” which was published in 1942.°

It is true that Margaret Mead's And Keep Your Powder Dry (1942),
a widely read analysis of the American character, makes interpretive use
of a third-generation concept. But despite the fact that the two are some-
times mentioned together, there is no reason to believe that Mead was
acquainted with Hansen’s essay. She does not refer to Hansen—or any
other historian, for that matter—in text or notes: where he perceived a
third-generation interest in ethnic roots, Mead stresses the third gen-
eration’s being completely cut off from their immigrant heritage and
wishing to identify not with their grandfathers but with the “founding
fathers.”” In contrast to the second-generation problem, which was a
sociological commonplace, not much had yet been written about the
situation of the third generation when Keep Your Powder Dry appeared.
But Mead's interpretation was consistent with the prevailing assumption
that the third generation was the most “fully assimilated,” and we can
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safely assume that Hansen had nothing to do with forming her ideas on
the subject.”

It would be tedious to list all the relevant works of the period that
do not mention Hansen’s third-generation essay. But because something
more ought to be said to establish the presumption that it was unknown,
let us look at two particularly revealing cases. The first of these works
in which we could surely expect to find a reference to the Augustana
lecture, if it were known, is the compendium of articles on immigration
and ethnicity edited by Brown and Roucek. The first edition, Our Racial
and National Minorities, appeared in 1937, the year before Hansen's
lecture was published; hence its nonappearance there signifies nothing.
There were, however, two later editions of the book, in 1946 and 1952,
both of which had the main title One America. Ilach of the later editions
included a contribution by Samuel Koenig on “Second- and Third-Gen-
eration Americans.” Although he cited a wide range of literature—more
than fifty footnotes in a fifteen-page article—Koenig made no reference
to Hansen's essay in either 1946 or 1952. Nor was that essay included
in the lengthy bibliographies that accompanied each edition, although
an obscure Hansen monograph of 1931 turned up in all three (among
the readings listed for Portuguese Americans), and the latter two also
included The Atlantic Migration and The Immigrant in American His-
tory.”

The second particularly revealing bit of negative evidence involves
the writings of Edward N. Saveth. We know that he was much impressed
by “The Problem of the Third Generation Immigrant” because he
included it in his book of readings, Understanding the American Past."
That volume, however, appeared two years after Hansen’s essay was
republished in Commentary. Although Saveth cited the 1938 Augustana
Historical Society publication as his source, it seems clear that his at-
tention was called to the essay by seeing it in Commentary. We might
draw that inference simply because he was at the time an employee of
the American Jewish Committee and could therefore be expected to be
familiar with the contents of the magazine it published. There is, how-
ever, more conclusive evidence, namely, Saveth’s failure to allude to the
third-generation essay in his earlier discussions of Hansen as an immi-
gration historian. Although he praised Hansen’'s work in a 1946 Com-
mentary article and in his standard monograph, American Historians
and European Immigrants, 1875-1925, in neither case did he give evi-
dence of acquaintance with the essay he later reprinted."!

If we can take it as at least provisionally established that Hansen’s
essay was unknown to the world at large until 1952, what were the
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circumstances of its immediate acceptance then as a classic? Nathan
Glazer, a young scholar already deeply interested in ethnicity, came
across Hansen’s essay among the materials he was researching at the
New York Public Library. Much struck by it, Glazer, an associate editor
of Commentary, called the essay to the attention of his colleagues, who
agreed that it would be of interest to readers of the magazine. It appeared
in the November 1952 issue with a slightly altered title (“The Third
Generation in America”), and with the subtitle or caption: “A Classic
Essay in Immigrant History.” Oscar Handlin, a frequent contributor
whose recently published book The Uprooted made him the preeminent
academic authority on immigration, added an introductory note."

Although his remarks dealt mainly with Hansen's career, what Han-
dlin had to say about the essay itself is of particular interest. After noting
Hansen’s message about how an immigrant group should write its own
history, Handlin called attention to “the applicability to Jewish immi-
grants of Hansen’s striking theses.” Among these he mentioned the
latter’s “views on the second and third generation,” but the point he
stressed “above all perhaps™ was Hansen's “prediction as to the limited
survival span in America . . . of the effective distinctive life of the group
itselt.” Jewish readers, Handlin thought, would be surprised to discover
the parallels between their own group experience and that of others,
seemingly unlike them. They might also reflect, he concluded somberly,
on the distinctiveness of Jewish group life and on “whether. to what
degree, and how American Jews ... can hope to escape the complete
amalgamation which Hansen seems to predict.”"* From the viewpoint of
group survival, this was a distinctly pessimistic reading that stands in
sharp contrast to the emphasis Will Herberg was soon to lay on the law
of third-generation return.

Alter its republication, Saveth and Glazer were the first to take note
of Hansen's essay. Saveth, as we saw, reprinted it in 1954, but his in-
troductory comments were brief and noncommittal. Although he ob-
served that it dealt with “the relationship of groupings in the American
population to ancestral cultures,” he did not draw attention to the prin-
ciple of third-generation interest or speculate on its implications."" Glazer,
who rediscovered Hansen, was also the first to stress this aspect of the
essay. His treatment, unlike Saveth's, was strongly theoretical. In “Ethnic
Groups in America: From National Culture to Ideology” (1954 ), he hailed
Hansen for perceiving that the third generation tends, in some sense,
“to return to the first,” and he linked that perception to his own bold
interpretation of the overall pattern of American ethnic development as
moving from identification with relatively concrete cultural attributes
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(e.g., language) to a more abstract “ideological” phase. An earlier version
of Glazer's discussion included a paragraph arguing that religion func-
tioned for some immigrant groups as a transmuted form of spiritual
commitment to the old country.” In thus including religion among the
aspects of Old World culture transformed in the New World and “returned
to” by third-generation immigrants, Glazer anticipated certain aspects of
the interpretation Will Herberg was soon to advance in Protestant-Cath-
olic-Jew.

Herberg's book was published in the fall of 1955, but Commentary
readers had been given a preview of two chapters in the August and
September issues.'” The book attracted much attention because of the
brilliant way it explained how a “revival of religion” could be taking place
in a society that seemed simultaneously to be growing more and more
secularized. The explanation, Herberg suggested, was to be found in the
social psychology of an immigrant-derived people. The Augustana lecture
provided one of the principal keys to understanding the situation, for it
was in accordance with Hansen’s law that members of the third gen-
eration were “returning” to the churches and synagogues as a means of
reestablishing contact with their ancestral heritages. The religious di-
mension of an ethnic heritage was, in Herberg's view, best suited for
third-generaion “remembering” for several reasons. In the first place, it
had persisted more successfully than language and customs, which had
been eroded by assimilation. At the same time, immigrant religious tra-
ditions had been sufficiently Americanized to suit the mentality of the
third generation. Moreover, religion helped the members of the third
generation to locate themselves in the “lonely crowd” by providing an
answer to the “aching question” of social identity, Who am [? Finally,
religion was much prized in American society, whereas foreign “nation-
ality” was regarded as narrow, ethnocentric, even divisive. ¢

Herberg thus portrayed the religious revival as deriving in large part
from religion’s function as a kind of residuary legatee of ethnic feeling.
But why was religion itself so widely regarded as a good thing? Why did
public figures such as President Eisenhower insist so strongly that re-
ligion was indispensable to national well-being? The reason, Herberg
said in an answer that anticipated the civil religion discussion of the late
1960s and early 1970s, was that the American ideology was a profoundly
spiritual construct embodying such values as freedom and individual
dignity, as well as more mundane elements associated with material
prosperity. As such, it had always been closely linked to religion. In the
early days, the linkage was to Protestantism exclusively; with the coming
of the immigrants and the adjustment of their religious traditions to the
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new environment, Catholicism and Judaism took their places alongside
Protestantism as “the three great faiths of democracy.” Hence, Protes-
tantism, Catholicism, and Judaism were socially praiseworthy because
they constituted three equally acceptable ways for the individual to man-
ifest his or her commitment to the “spiritual values” underlying the
“American Way of Life"—which was, in Herberg’s view, the real religion
of Americans.

Hansen's law and the process of spiritual amalgamation just de-
scribed presumably accounted for the modulation of ethnic identity into
religious identity which Herberg dealt with under the rubric of “the triple
melting pot.” Although this expression seemed to imply greater diversity
(three melting pots instead of one), the phenomenon to which it referred
was the gradual assimilation of a large number of ditferent nationality
groups into three major religious denominations: Protestantism, Ca-
tholicism, and Judaism. The evidence for the sociological reality of the
triple melting pot was thin—Herberg relied principally on an early 1940s
study of intermarriage trends in New Haven—but a number of other
observers agreed that, as immigrant “nationalities” faded away, the “re-
sidual group differences . . . [were] racial and religious.”"”

In fact, the assumption that Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and Ne-
groes (not yet called Blacks) constituted the principal social groupings
in the American population is still to be found in Glazer and Moynihan'’s
Beyond the Melting Pot (1963) and in Milton M. Gordon's Assimilation
in American Life (1964)." Although largely forgotten in the racial turmoil
and reassertion of ethnicity that ensued shortly after the publication of
these works, the belief was widely held in the 1950s that religion was
becoming a more important sociological category for understanding con-
temporary American society. Herberg's book, which was the most influ-
ential single work in establishing this view, thus simultaneously pop-
ularized Hansen’s law and linked it firmly to an interpretation of the
relationship of ethnicity, religion, and American culture very broadly
considered.

Although Herberg treated Hansen's law as applicable to the Amer-
ican religious scene generally, he was, of course, best acquainted with
the Jewish situation, and the evidence clearly indicates that Jews were
particularly sensitive to the role of generational transition in the contem-
porary revival of Judaism as a religion. The very prominence of Jewish
scholars in the recovery and elaboration of Hansen's essay constitutes
one bit of evidence because it testifies to a special alertness to the issue
on their part. The essay was reprinted in a Jewish publication, and every
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one of the commentators mentioned so far—Handlin, Saveth, Glazer,
and Herberg—was also Jewish.

The appearance of Herberg’'s book brought Hansen to the attention
of a wider audience. But even then, Jewish writers seemed more preoc-
cupied by the Hansen thesis than Protestant or Catholic commentators.
Thus Glazer featured it in his review of Herberg, and in an independent
analysis of “The Jewish Revival in America.” While reviewing Herberg
favorably, Marshall Sklare cautioned against making too much of Hansen
and the triple melting pot idea; and in developing the generational com-
ponent of his analysis of “symbolic Jewishness” (which anticipated “sym-
bolic ethnicity” by twenty years), Herbert Gans explained how his inter-
pretation differed from “the well-known thesis of Marcus Hansen.” C. B.
Sherman maintained, a few years later, that Jews were the only group
whose experience “suppllied] proof of Hansen’s thesis.""”

Protestant and Catholic reviewers of course took note of the gen-
erational angle, but they tended to lay greater stress on the more dis-
tinctively religious aspects of Herberg's discussion. The Christian Cen-
tury, for example, featured the work of David Riesman and Will Herberg
in an editorial entitled “The Lonely Crowd at Prayer.” Although it sum-
marized the generational interpretation (without mentioning Hansen),
its main purpose was to criticize the “pallid . . . religion” that threatened
to “let us all disappear into the gray-flannel uniformity of the conforming
culture.” Herberg’s earlier work had attracted favorable attention from
Catholics, and they greeted Protestant-Catholic-Jew with enthusiasm.
Immediately upon its publication, the influential Jesuit weekly, America,
devoted a feature article to the book. Here Gustave Weigel, S. J., who
was the leading American Catholic theologian involved in ecumenical
activities, pronounced the sociological interpretation (including Hansen's
law) “fascinating and enlightening.” But he added immediately, “Dr.
Herberg draws something profound, however, from the facts he reports
and organizes.” That more profound point had to do with Herberg's
assertion that religion was considered “a good thing” because it but-
tressed the “American Way of Life."

Weigel's reaction was typical in the sense that Catholics tended to
value Herberg's work primarily for the critique it offered of the nature
of American religiosity. They were impressed. to be sure, by the socio-
logical analysis—including what one reviewer called “the interesting law
of the assimilation of immigrants™**—but no Catholic observer seriously
suggested that anything like a “third generation return” played a sig-
nificant role in making American Catholicism what it was in the 1950s,
Although Catholic faith and piety were flourishing, there was no “revival”
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in the sense of a recovery from an earlier slump. On the contrary, the
Catholic community had been growing vigorously over the past gener-
ation in numbers, institutional strength, and spiritual vitality. The Cath-
olic dimension of the post—World War I “revival of religion™ was, in other
words, a straight-line continuation and intensification of developments
that had been evident for a long time. Catholics of Italian background
were thought to be becoming more regular in their churchgoing, but
that, too, was a straight-line progression rather than a reversion to an
earlier pattern.

Catholic reformers of the 1950s did, to be sure, talk a great deal
about the immigrant heritage of the American church. But the talk was
overwhelmingly negative in its assessment of that heritage insofar as it
still made itself felt in the mid twentieth century. What else but their
memories of nativist hostility made Catholics so suspicious and stand-
offish? Why were they burdened with a siege mentality? Whence came
their antiintellectualism? Why had they exerted so slight an influence
on the cultural life of the nation? It was clearly time, according to Catholic
reformers, for the church in America to come out of its “immigrant
ghetto” and plunge into “the mainstream of American lite.” The hope,
in other words, was not that the grandchildren of the immigrants would
return to the ancestral religion, which they had never left in massive
numbers; it was, rather. that they would more eftectively leave behind
them the psychological and cultural encumbrances that were their in-
heritance from immigrant days.™

If the Hansen thesis didn't really apply to the religious situation of
American Catholics, it seemed even less appropriate as a general expla-
nation of the religious upswing among Protestants. Their situation was
illuminated by other features of Herberg’s analysis—for example, the
melding of religion and Americanism—but the “new immigrants”
included too few Protestants for the Hansen effect to be regarded as a
major factor in their situation in the 1950s. Hansen himself, as we have
seen, gave no indication of thinking that the third generation would be
more fervent churchgoers. What his discussion revealed was an anxiety
that the continuing religious attachments of his audience might unduly
restrict their study of the immigrant past. And it seems unlikely that any
considerable number of later Protestant observers were persuaded that
a third-generation return had much to do with the postwar revival of
religion so far as it affected their own denominations.

The situation among Jews was strikingly different. Although the
most widely heralded. Will Herberg was only one among a cluster of
Jewish observers to point out that the generational issue was crucial to
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an understanding of the religious situation of American Jews and to make
the further point that the heightened participation of the third generation
in religious activities was to be understood in functional terms—that is,
as a means of giving young Jews a sense of who they were and thereby
maintaining group identity and boundaries. In addition to earlier works
cited by Herberg as consistent with his interpretation (for instance,
Sklare's Conservative Judaism), two studies (by Glazer and Gans) arriv-
ing at very similar conclusions were published so soon after he wrote
that we can safely assume the authors were thinking along the same
lines before they read Herberg. A few vears later, Erich Rosenthal gave
the impression he was merely summing up what knowledgeable ob-
servers already knew when he wrote, “It appears, then, that the basic
function of Jewish education is to implant Jewish self-consciousness
rather than Judaism, to ‘inoculate’ the next generation with that mini-
mum of religious practice and belief that is considered necessary to keep
alive a level of Jewish self-consciousness that will hold the line against
assimilation.”!

The preceding establishes that Hansen'’s thesis really applied much
more to Jews than to Protestants or Catholics; but Herberg's exaggeration
in this matter by no means vitiates his whole interpretation; nor does it
dim the brilliance of his contribution to our understanding of the religious
situation at midcentury. If our concern were primarily with Herberg's
analysis, we should have to look further into how his exaggeration af-
fected the overall argument of his book. But because our interest here is
in Hansen's thesis as it relates to religious developments, the more per-
tinent line of inquiry is why the law of third-generation interest fits the
case of Jews more closely than that of Protestants or Catholics. Because
of the nature of the inquiry, the discussion that follows has a more
speculative quality than that preceding it.

First, Jews might be expected to find almost any third-generation
thesis particularly relevant to their situation because the American Jewish
population was entering a third-generation phase in the 1950s. More
than four out of five American Jews derived from the great East European
migration that entered the United States in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century and the first fifteen years of the twentieth.” This was a
much higher proportion than “new immigrant” stock comprised among
Catholics, to say nothing of Protestants. This meant that the fortunes of
the Jewish group as a whole were linked to what happened to the grand-
children of the immigrants in a way that was not true for either of the
other two major religious bodies. Little had been written about the third
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generation by midcentury; hence it is understandable that Hansen’s
essay—easily the boldest and most original discussion of the subject in
existence—seemed particularly apt to Jews when it was rediscovered by
a Jewish researcher, republished in a Jewish magazine, and elaborated
upon by other Jewish commentators.

But there was more to it than where Jews as a group stood in terms
of generational stages. Hansen's discussion of immigrant psychology
involved religion more directly in the case of Jews because religion and
ethnicity stood in a different relationship for them than for Catholics or
Protestants. This is not the place for an elaborate discussion of the nature
of Judaism or of the relation of Judaism as a religion to Jewishness as a
nationality or a species of ethnicity.® It is, nevertheless, clear that Ju-
daism is an “ethnic religion” in a way quite different from the manner
in which Catholicism was an ethnic religion for Irish, or Polish, or Italian
immigrants (to confine the discussion to Catholic groups whose religion
is considered to be closely related to their ethnicity, and whose situation
I know better than that of American Protestants).

From the viewpoint of Judaism as a religion, God’s covenant with
Abraham made his descendants a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a
people set apart. God took them for His own in a special way: setting
forth the law they were to follow, chastising their lapses, guiding them
through the desert, overcoming their foes, and bringing them at length
to the land He had promised would be theirs. In this sense, Judaism is
a highly particularistic religion—one that involves a quite definite his-
torical people, in real and identifiable times and places, under the care
of a God who, although He is the creator and ruler of all, revealed Himself
only to them, and promised to be with them until the end of days. Judaism,
on this account, is not a missionary religion; it is something that belongs
uniquely to Jews and can hardly, without changing its nature, be spread
abroad to others who do not share the original inheritance. Jewishness
and Judaism are thus interlinked theoretically as well as practically in a
way that, for example, Irishness and Catholicism could never be, for
however close the historic connection between religion and nationality,
the theoretical distinction between being Catholic and being Irish—or
Polish, or Italian, or whatever—could always be clearly drawn.

The intimate linkage between religion and group identity meant that
when Jewish immigrants, and their children of the second generation,
fell away from adherence to and the practice of Judaism as a religion—
which they did in massive numbers—it left a kind of vacuum at the
center of their group identity. As with all immigrants, the problematic
nature of group identity was very much heightened when Jews reached
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the third-generation stage because, unlike their parents and grandpar-
ents, these voung people did not have living memories of the beliefs and
customs that had been abandoned. Moreover, upward mobility had dis-
persed the packed ghettos, resulting in more frequent contacts with
gentiles and magnifying the danger of assimilation for a generation of
Jewish youngsters who had difficulty explaining to themselves why they
were different from anyone else. In these circumstances, second gen-
eration parents, who were conscious of being Jews even though they
might not be believers, turned to the practice of Judaism as a religion
and insisted on a modicum of Jewish religious education for their children
in order, as Rosenthal put it, to “inoculate” the next generation against
assimilation. The religious dimension, historically at the core of being
Jewish, was thus optionally cultivated, not from strictly religious motives
but as a means of giving concrete content to a group identity that could
not be so easily specified in any other way.*”

Herberg took note of the uniqueness of the Jewish situation with
respect to Hansen's law, but he interpreted it differently from the inter-
pretation offered here. In the case of Italian or Polish immigrants, he
said, there was nothing left for the third generation to “remember” but
the religion, so that Hansen's law resulted in “the disappearance of the
‘Italianness’ or the ‘Polishness’ of the group, or rather its dissolution into
the religious community.” Catholicism for these third generations, thus
replaced ethnicity. In the case of the Jews, however, third-generation
remembering of religion resulted in a reinforcement of ethnicity because,
among the Jews alone, the “religious community bore the same name
as the old ethnic group and was virtually coterminous with it.”*

It is, perhaps, a fine point, but this seems to me almost to suggest
that the difference arose from a peculiarity of labeling—" Jewishness”
signifying both religion and ethnicity—rather being rooted in a more
intimate substantive linkage between Judaism and Jewishness than ex-
isted between Catholicity and Italianness or Polishness. In addition, Her-
berg speaks as though Hansen's law operated in conventional fashion
with these Catholic groups but in an anomalous way with Jews. | would
maintain, rather, that Herberg offered no real evidence for its operation
in any way among Catholic immigrants and that the Jews were actually
the paradigmatic case of its operation, which led him to assume its ap-
plication to other groups as well. The more basic difference this implies
might be summarized as follows: Herberg seems to take for granted that
the religion of Catholic immigrant nationalities was abandoned in the
second generation and returned to by the third. in accordance with Han-
sen’s law. | would argue, however, that the religion of these ethnic groups
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did not have to be “returned to” because it had persisted through all
three generations—although not, to be sure, without differences in un-
derstanding and practice in which generational shifts were involved as
well as other factors.

Herberg was certainly correct, however, in suggesting that American
circumstances encouraged the tendency to stress the religious aspect of
Jewishness at midcentury. Freedom of religion is one of the cornerstones
of the American system, and the courts have often defended minority
religious positions even when they affect public policy areas such as
education and conscientious objection to military service; moreover, the
need to cultivate feelings of tolerance, brotherhood, and interfaith un-
derstanding was preached with increasing insistence in the era of World
War II. American Jews strongly supported the interfaith work of the
National Conference of Christians and Jews: indeed, Nicholas Montalto
has shown that this organization, formed in 1926, received most of its
funding from Jewish sources during the first fifteen years of its exis-
tence.”

Montalto links this support to the policy pursued by the American
Jewish Committee (AJC) of stressing the religious rather than the ethnic
dimension of Jewishness. Writing as a convinced proponent of the new
ethnicity, Montalto laments what we might call the AJC’s “religious strat-
egy” and even implies that it, rather than Hansen's law, accounted for
the existence of Herberg's triple melting pot.” The latter point strikes
me as overdrawn, but Montalto has undoubtedly called attention to mat-
ters Herberg overlooked that are highly relevant to the emergence of
Judaism as one of the “three great faiths of democracy.” Montalto’s dis-
cussion, however, is not without significant omissions of its own.

According to Montalto, the AJC adopted the religious strategy pri-
marily because its leadership was dominated by third- and fourth-gen-
eration German Jews, strongly assimilationist in orientation, who shared
the prevailing American antipathy for “organizations smacking of ethnic
separatism.” On this account, he argues, they promoted a “sectarian view
of Judaism” that was misguided in the long run because it involved
Judaism’s “denying part of itself—the ethnic part.”™' Although one can
understand how an ethnic enthusiast of the 1970s might reach such a
conclusion, it leaves out far too much of the background of the 1930s to
be a satisfactory explanation for the heavy stress placed on the religious
character of Jewishness. More specifically, it fails to give anything like
adequate weight to the influence of Nazi anti-Semitism and to the overall
effect of the wartime crisis in enhancing the intellectual respectability
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and public importance of religion. Matters, incidentally, which Herberg
likewise failed to underline.

Nazi anti-Semitism must surely be regarded as the greatest single
force affecting American Jewish life in the 1930s. It not only stimulated
anti-Semitism in this country, but it also shaped the thinking and re-
actions of Jews and other persons concerned about intergroup relations.*
And what was the nature of Nazi anti-Semitism? It was racial—Jewish
blood, even in the smallest proportion, made anyone in whom it coursed
an abomination, a defiler of the Aryan purity of the Germanic Volk. But
Nazi anti-Semitism was not only the paradigmatic exemplar of racism;
it was part and parcel of an insanely elaborated form of nationalistic
ethnocentrism, the dangers of which had been a staple of liberal com-
mentary since the 1920s.

In view of the frightening growth of racial anti-Semitism, it was
virtually unthinkable that American Jews would want to insist on the
ethnic quality of their group cohesiveness and identity. To do so would
seem to confirm what the Nazis were saying—the Jews were unassi-
milable, an ineradicably alien racial element wherever they dwelt. For
Jews even more than others, Nazism utterly discredited racism and, in
doing so, also discredited related forms of collective consciousness, in-
cluding what came to be called ethnicity in the 1960s. We must remem-
ber that the term and concept ethnicity had not vet been introduced in
the 1930s. People spoke much more inclusively in those days of “racial
groups” and “race feeling,” or of immigrant “nationalities.” The kind of
group consciousness later benignly characterized as “ethnic” was then
associated with “ethnocentrism” and was regarded as an unalloyed social
evil.” In these circumstances, “ethnicity” as a way of defining Jewish
group identity was simply not an option. Jews could perhaps have insisted
on calling themselves a nationality rather than a religion, but that would
have created problems of its own. To stress the religious quality of Judaism
was a far more appealing policy because it entailed none of the “loyalty”
problems implicit in the terminology of nationality, and at the same time
it made the struggle against anti-Semitism part of America's historic
commitment to religious toleration.

Besides discrediting all forms of descent-based group feeling, Na-
zism was part of broader phenomena—totalitarianism and world war—
that lent new intellectual respectability to traditional religious beliefs
about the reality of evil, suffering, and the demonic potentialities inherent
in projects to remake the world. Although dismissed by secular Jews
such as Sidney Hook as a “new failure of nerve,” the intellectual revival
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of religion was a reality sufficiently consequential to require from liberals
a vigorous counterattack on the “authoritarianism” of the “absolutists.™
Louis Finkelstein, provost of the Jewish Theological Seminary of Amer-
ica, was the leading promoter of its most important institutional expres-
sion, the Conference on Science, Philosophy and Religion in Their Re-
lation to the Democratic Way of Life. This body, organized shortly after
the outbreak of war in 1939, sponsored annual symposia for two decades;
its religious orientation was so pronounced at first that a group of prom-
inent secular thinkers, including John Dewey, seceded in protest.”

We might plausibly assume that this kind of intellectual revitalization
would make the “religious strategy” all the more appealing to American
Jews. Another factor that enters the picture in this connection is the
introduction of the term Judeo-Christian tradition, which was popular-
ized in the wartime crisis by those who wished to emphasize that the
values threatened by totalitarianism were deeply rooted in the spiritual
traditions of the West.” Although later commentators tend to treat the
term ironically, consideration of the wartime circumstances suggests a
more generous interpretation of the outlook and thinking of those who put
it into circulation. In any case, popularization of the expression clearly rein-
forced the tendency to emphasize the religious dimension of Jewishness.

These war-related factors, along with the reasons mentioned by Mon-
talto and Herberg, operated to bring out and to underline the religious
element in Jewishness—which surely helped to make the Jewish “return”
to religion seem the natural, almost inevitable, way of reaffirming and
maintaining the identity and coherence of the group. In the postwar era,
observers such as Oscar Handlin began to insist that Jews were better
understood as an ethnic group than as a religious body. But Handlin also
made the same point as Glazer, Gans, and Herberg: Jewish ethnicity was
increasingly coming to expression in the form of more active participation
in Judaism as a religion.”” It was this complex relationship between re-
ligion and ethnicity among American Jews as the group entered its third-
generation stage that made the rediscovery of Hansen's essay so oppor-
tune. The intensity with which Jewish students of ethnicity developed
his ideas testifies to the fecundity of Hansen’s insight and makes the
rediscovery of the Augustana lecture an important landmark in the his-
toriography of American religion.

NOTES

Source: Peter Kivisto and Dag Blanck, eds.. American Immigrants and Their
Generations: Studies and Commentaries on the Hansen Thesis after Fifty Years (Ur-



HANSEN, HERBERG, AND AMERICAN RELIGION 247

bana: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 85-103. Reprinted by permission of the
publisher.

1. Marcus Lee Hansen, “The Problem of the Third Generation Immigrant,” re-
publication of the 1937 address with introductions by Peter Kivisto and Oscar Handlin
(Rock Island, 111, 1987). For a recent discussion see Werner Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity:
Consent and Descent in American Culture (New York, 1986), 214fl. Sollors errs,
however, in ascribing to Hansen himself sentiments that Hansen attributed to spokes-
men for the first generation. For the place of the Augustana Synod in the history of
Swedish immigration, see George M. Stephenson, The Religious Aspects of Swedish
Immigration (Minneapolis, Minn.. 1932), chaps. 13, 16, 22-25: for the establishment
of the Augustana Historical Society, 379n.

2. Hansen, “Problem of the Third Generation,” 15-18.

3. Ibid., 18-21.

4. Ibid., 21-23.

5. This talk, “Who Shall Inherit America?” was not included in the printed pro-
ceedings of the 1937 meeting of the National Conference of Social Work, but it ap-
peared in single-space typescript format Interpreter Releases, 14, no. 34 (July 6. 1937),
226-33. Moses Rischin first called attention to it in his “Marcus Lee Hansen: America's
First Transethnic Historian,” in Richard L. Bushman et al., eds., Uprooted Americans:
Essays to Honor Oscar Handlin (Boston, 1979), 319-47.

6. Marcus Lee Hansen, The lmmigrant in American History, ed. Arthur M.
Schlesinger (Cambridge, Mass., 1940). ix—xi; C. Frederick Hansen, “Marcus
Lee Hansen—Historian of Immigration,” Common Ground, 2 (Summer 1942),
87-94.

7. Margaret Mead, And Keep Your Powder Dry: An Anthropologist Looks at Amer-
ica (New York, 1942). chap. 3. Peter Kivisto’s mention of Mead in his introductory
remarks to the 1987 reprint version of Hansen's Augustana lecture leaves the impres-
sion that Mead knew Hansen's work, Rischin’s review essay of Stephan Thernstrom,
Ann Orlov, and Oscar Handlin, eds., Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups
(Cambridge, Mass.. 1980) notes the divergence between Mead's and Hansen's views
on the third generation. See Journal of American Ethnic History, 2 (Spring 1983),
74-75.

8. William Carlson Smith, Americans in the Making: The Natural History of the
Assimilation of Immigrants (New York, 1939), which devotes almost half its space to
the second generation, has only one index reference to the third generation. There
Smith observes, “Even if members of the third generation may be found using more
of the parental practices than some of the second generation they may be much further
along in the assimilative process. since these traits have been selected on the basis of
deliberation™ (350).

9. Francis J. Brown and Joseph S. Roucek. eds.. Our Racial and National Mi-
norities (New York, 1937). tor the citation to Hansen, “The Minor Stocks in the
American Population of 1790, which appeared in American Historical Association,
Annual Report, 1931, see 680. Brown and Roucek, eds., One America: The History,
Contributions, and Present Problems of Our Racial and National Minorities, rev, ed.
(New York, 1946), 47185 (Koenig essay), 661, 680 (bibliographical citations); 3d ed.
(New York, 1952), 505-22 (Koenig essay), 706, 726 (bibliographical citations).

10. Edward N. Saveth, ed., Understanding the American Past (Boston, 1954),
472-88.

11. Edward N. Saveth, “The Immigrant in American History,” Commentary, 2
{(August 1946), 180-85; Saveth, American Historians and European Immigrants,



248 RELIGION AND AMERICAN DIVERSITY

1875-1925 (New York, 1948). 217 For Saveth’s connection with the American Jew-
ish Committee, see Commentary, 14 (September 1952), 296,

12. Marcus Lee Hansen, “The Third Generation in America: A Classic Essay in
Immigrant History.” Commentary, 14 (November 1952), 492-500. Nathan Glazer
described the background of the essay's republication in a conversation with the author.

13, Hansen. “Third Generation.” 492--93.

14. Saveth. Understanding the American Past. 473

15. Nathan Glazer, “Ethnic Groups in America: From National Culture to Ide-
ology.” in Morroe Berger, Theodore Abel, and Charles Page. eds., Freedom and Control
in Modern Society (New York. 1954; 1978, 158-73; the earlier version, entitled “Amer-
ica's Ethnic Pattern.” appeared first in Commentary, 15 { April 1953 ), 401-8. and then
in Perspectives USA, no. 9 (Autumn 1954) 137-52.

16. Will Herberg, “The “Triple Melting Pot": The Third Generation, from Ethnic
to Religious Diversity.” Commentary, 20 {August 1955), 101-8; Herberg, “America’s
New Religiousness: A Way of Belonging or the Way of God?” Commentary, 20 (Sep-
tember 1955), 240-47; Herberg. Protestant-Catholic-Jew: An Essay in American Re-
ligious Sociology (Garden City, N.Y.. 1955). (A revised edition appeared as an Anchor
paperback |Garden Citv. N.Y., 1960]). For a discussion of this work in the context of
Herberg's life, see Harry J. Ausmus, Will Herberg: From Right to Right (Chapel Hill,
N.C., 1987). chap. 8.

17. The quotation is from Charles F. Marden, Minorities in American Society
(New York, 1952). 394. For other evidence (besides chap. 3. of Protestunt-Catholic-
Jew ), see Alfred McClung Lee, “Sociological Insights into American Culture and Per-
sonality.” Journal of Social 1ssues, 7. no. 4 (1951). 10-11; and Oscar Handlin, The
American People in the Twentieth Century, vev. ed. (1954; Boston, 1963), 223,

18. Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. Movnihan. Beyond the Melting Pot: The Negroes,
Puerto Ricans, Jews, [talians, and Irish of New York City (Cambridge, Mass., 1963),
314-15; Milton M. Gordon, Assimilation in American Life (New York, 1964), chap.
7.

18, Nathan Glazer, “Religion without Faith." New Republic. 133 (November 4,
1955), 18-20; Glazer, “The lewish Revival in America: 1" Commentary, 20 ( December
1955). 493-99; Glazer, “The Jewish Revival in America: 11, Its Religious Side,” Com-
mentary, 21 ( January 1956). 17-24; Marshall Sklare, review of Herberg, Protestant-
Catholic-Jew, in Commentary, 21 (February 1956). 195-96; Herbert Gans, “American
Jewry: Present and Future, Part [: Present.” Commentary, 21 (May 1956), 422-30;
Herbert Gans, “The Future of American Jewryv, Part IL” Commentary. 21 (June 1956),
555-64, esp. 561n. for Hansen; C. B. Sherman, Jews within American Society: A
Study of Ethnic Individuality ( Detroit, 1961). 207-8.

20, Christian Century. 73 (May 30, 1956), 662-63,

21. Gustave Weigel. “Religion Is a Good Thing.” America, 94 ( November 5, 1955),
150-54. See also Weigel, review of Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew, in Theological
Studies, 16 (1955), 651-53; Joseph Fitzpatrick. review ol Herberg, Protestant-Cath-
olic-Jew, in Thought. 30 (Winter 1955). 595-600:; C. ]. Nuesse's review in Catholic
Historical Review, 42 (July 1956). 214-15.

22, Fitzpatrick, review, 596.

23. Sece Philip Gleason, Keeping the Faith: American Catholicism Past and Pres-
ent (Notre Dame, Ind., 1987). 181-87.

24, Erich Rosenthal, “Acculturation without Assimilation: The Jewish Commu-
nity of Chicago, lllinois.” American Journal of Sociology, 66 (November 1960), 275~
88; quotation from 287, For Glazer's and Gans's arguments, see above, n. 19. See also



HANSEN, HERBERG, AND AMERICAN RELIGION 249

Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew (New York, 1960) 186-90, and the literature cited
there, including Marshall Sklare, Conservative Judaism: An American Religious Move-
ment (New York, 1955),

25. In an authoritative discussion, Arthur A, Goren states that East European
immigrants and their children constituted five-sixths of the Jewish population in 1920.
See Goren, “Jews,” in Stephan Thernstrom, Ann Orlov, and Oscar Handlin, eds.,
Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups (Cambridge, Mass., 1980), 579.

26. See Nathan Glazer, American Judaism, 2d ed. (Chicago, 1972), 3-8; Charles
S. Liebman, The Ambivalent American Jew: Politics, Religion, and Family in American
Jewish Life (Philadelphia, 1976), esp. chaps. 1, 3.

27. Indiscussing this development, Glazer calls attention to its practical similarity
to Mordecai Kaplan's view that Judaism expressed, but did not exhaust, Jewishness
as a “civilization.” See Nathan Glazer, “The Jewish Revival in America: 1," Commen-
tary, 20 (December 1955), 499; see also Liebman, Ambivalent American Jew, 73-77.

28. Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew (1960), 186-87.

29, Nicholas V. Montalto, “The Forgotten Dream: A History of the Intercultural
Education Movement, 192419417 (Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota, 1978), 188ff.
for discussion of the conference; 200-201 for funding issue. Herberg, Protestant-
Catholic-Jew (1960), 242—44 discusses the conference but makes no particular men-
tion of Jewish support.

30. Montalto, “Forgotten Dream,” 199n., 188, where the subheading for the dis-
cussion is “Cementing ‘American’s Religious Triangle’: The AJC and the National
Conference of Christians and Jews.”

31. Ibid., 185, 186, 204-5. Montalto quotes the phrase about “ethnic separatism”™
from Naomi W. Cohen, Not Free to Desist: The American Jewish Committee, 1906—
1966 (Philadelphia, 1972), 193.

32. A general work and guide to the literature is David A. Gerber, ed., Anti-
Semitism in American History (Urbana, Ill., 1986). See also Donald S. Strong, Or-
ganized Anti-Semitism in America: The Rise of Group Prejudice during the Decade
1930-1940 (Washington, D.C., 1941); Charles Herbert Stember et al.. Jews in the
Mind of America (New York, 1966), esp. 1101, 237-58, 259-72; Cohen, Not Free to
Desist. chaps. 8-9; Richard Weiss, “Ethnicity and Reform: Minorities and the Am-
bience of the Depression Years,” Journal of American History, 66 (December 1979),
571-72, 574-75.

33. Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity, 214t; and above, chap. 6.

34. Sidney Hook, “The New Failure of Nerve,” Partisan Review, 10 (January—
February, 1943), 2-23; Edward A. Purcell, Jr., The Crisis of Democratic Theory:
Scientific Naturalism and the Problem of Value (Lexington, Ky., 1973), 2034, 218ff;
and above, chap. 8.

35. This group has not been studied; for a brief description and citation of relevant
documents, see chap. 7.

36. Mark Silk, “Notes on the Judeo-Christian Tradition in America,” American
Quarterly, 36 (Spring 1984), 65-85.

37. Oscar Handlin, “Group Life within the American Pattern,” Commentary, 8
(November 1949), 411-17; Handlin, American People, 223,



110 [

Immigration, Religion, and Civil Religion

The following essay was prepared for a 1989 conference, jointlv spon-
sored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Ecole
normale supérieure, on immigration as a factor in United States history
and in French history. Since few scholars are expert in both fields, the
planners of the conference tried to get at the comparative dimensions of
the subject by commissioning papers on the same subtopics, one by a
student of American immigration, the other by a specialist on the French
situation. My topic was religion as a factor in American immigration and
intergroup relations. Upon getting into it, I was somewhat surprised to
discover how little systematic attention the interaction of religion and
immigration has received, despite the considerable literature in both
fields that touches on one aspect or another of the subject. Sketchy as
it is, I hope the following discussion will serve to awaken greater interest
in the general subject, and especially in its educational and civil-religious
aspects. Except for a few minor changes, this essay is reprinted as it
stands in the volume that resulted from the 1989 conference.

Religion played too vast and complex a role in the history of American
immigration for comprehensive treatment here. What follows offers
only the barest outline of two dimensions of the topic. The first part
sketches the way historians have dealt with the issue. My purpose here
is not to provide a full survey of the literature but simply to suggest the
scope of the topic and indicate the principal interpretive approaches
adopted by earlier scholars. The second part ventures into more specu-
lative territory by focusing on education as a locus of interaction between
immigration, religion, and American civil religion.

Although most historical studies of immigration take some note of

religion, relatively few have systematically analyzed its role in the ad-
justment of immigrants to their new life; until recently, scholars of Amer-
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ican religious history were even more neglectful of immigration.' For our
purposes, most historical treatments can be grouped under two broad
headings: those that focus on the positive role of religion in helping
immigrants adjust to American life, and those that stress its negative
aspects, especially its divisiveness. We will begin with the former.

It says something about the neglect of this subject that not until
Robert A. Orsi’s recent study of Italian-Americans did any historical work
come close to rivaling George M. Stephenson’s 1932 volume The Reli-
gious Aspects of Swedish Immigration as a comprehensive analysis of
the place of religion in the life of an American immigrant group.” Ste-
phenson provides detailed coverage of religious conditions in the home-
land and ecclesiastical developments in the United States between the
1840s and the 1920s. What justifies calling his approach positive, how-
ever, is his insistence that the Lutheran church (Augustana Synod)
constituted the essential institutional nucleus around which the group
life of Swedish immigrants structured itself. The same could be said,
mutatis mutandis, of most other immigrant groups and, as historians
have recently emphasized, of African-Americans as well.”

Stephenson did full justice to the bitter doctrinal quarrels and or-
ganizational splits that disrupted the religious life of Scandinavian im-
migrants. In that sense, his work documented the negative, as well as
the positive, role of religion. But taken as a whole, Stephenson’s study
illustrates the theoretical point made earlier by the great sociologist and
student of Polish immigration W. 1. Thomas, namely, that ethnic insti-
tutions such as churches, far from isolating newcomers from American
life, actually provide the organizational vehicles that allow them to par-
ticipate in it."

Besides illustrating this fundamental point about the positive role of
religion, Stephenson alluded in his Preface to the similarity between the
religious concerns of his subjects and those of the New England Puritans.
This effort to integrate the immigrant story with the dominant national
tradition was developed more systematically by another historian of Scan-
dinavian background, Marcus Lee Hansen. In an essay entitled “Im-
migration and Puritanism,” Hansen argued that moral rigor (which is
what Puritanism primarily connoted in the 1920s and 1930s) was the
clergy’s natural reaction to the disruption of social norms and community
controls brought on by emigration in the case of colonial New Englanders
and nineteenth-century immigrants alike.” Hansen thus both linked im-
migrants firmly to the nation’s mythic past and used their experience to
throw new interpretive light upon it.

Neither Stephenson nor Hansen developed a point implicit in their
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discussions of religion—that it played a positive role psychologically, as
well as institutionally, by providing emotional anchorage for persons
undergoing the traumatic shock of dislocation and resettlement in a
strange land. The explication of this phenomenon was left to Oscar Han-
dlin, whose book The Uprooted (1951) shaped a whole generation’s un-
derstanding of the immigrant experience. Religion, in his poignant ac-
count, was what gave meaning to life in the ancestral village; after
migration, it took on even greater significance as the one feature of Old
World culture that seemed capable of being transplanted into the New
World. But the church of the homeland could not be reconstituted in its
old form in the new society, and the effort to do so was inevitably attended
by frustration, disappointment, and strife. Even so, the conflicts over
religion that erupted among Handlin's urban immigrants (as among Ste-
phenson’s Swedes) could be understood in a positive way, for they re-
quired the newcomers to reflect on their novel situation and to forge a
new kind of self-definition."

Will Herberg likewise stressed the psychological angle in his Prot-
estant-Catholic-Jew (1955), a work that undertook to explain how the
midcentury “revival of religion™ could occur in a society growing ever
more secularized. The key to the puzzle was to be sought in the social
psychology of an immigrant-derived people. Appealing to what he called
“Hansen’s law"—what the son wishes to forget the grandson wishes to
remember—Herberg argued that third-generation Americans were “re-
turning” to the churches and synagogues as a means of reestablishing
contact with their ancestral heritages. Besides constituting a link with
the past, religion met the much talked of psychological need for “be-
longing” by providing an answer to the “aching question™ of identity.
Who am 1?7

Herberg thus assigned great social and psychological importance to
the interaction between immigration and religion. But as a believing Jew,
he was troubled by his findings. Americans, he feared, valued religion
for the social and psychological functions it served. not because it offered
a message ol transcendent intrinsic worth. Protestantism, Catholicism,
and Judaism might be hailed as “the three great faiths of democracy,”
but only because they embodied the “spiritual values™ underlying “the
American Way of Life,” which was the real religion of Americans.” This
aspect of Herberg's analysis anticipated the discovery in the late 1960s
of “civil religion,” but he gave much greater prominence to immigration
as a factor in its development than any other commentator.

Herberg also popularized the notion of the “triple melting pot.” This
interpretation—introduced by Ruby Jo Reeves Kennedy in a study of
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ethnic intermarriages in New Haven, Connecticut—held that the assim-
ilation of immigrants tended to follow broadly religious lines rather than
taking place in an undifferentiated fashion.” Thus Protestantism, Ca-
tholicism, and Judaism constituted three distinct “melting pots,” and
religion became an important analytical tool for understanding American
society at midcentury. Although forgotten in the racial and ethnic up-
heaval of the sixties and seventies, the assumption that Protestants, Cath-
olics, and Jews—along with blacks—constituted the principal social
groupings in the American population is still to be found in two works
that attained the status of classics: Glazer and Moynihan's Beyond the
Melting Pot (1963), and Gordon's Assimilation in American Life (1964)."

In terms of assigning analytical importance to the religious factor,
Herberg's work represents the high point in the literature. But the so-
called revival of ethnicity along with the upsurge of interest in social
history have since combined to produce an outpouring of scholarship on
immigration, ethnicity, and religion. The most recent comprehensive
history of American Catholicism, for example, gives unprecedented at-
tention to immigration; and since its publication (in 1985) two other
general studies of Catholic immigration have appeared.'' Although pre-
dominantly descriptive, virtually all of the new historical work assumes
that “pluralism” is desirable and deprecates “assimilation” implicitly if
not explicitly. Much of it also exhibits a more diffuse tendency to treat
“religion” as merely an aspect of “ethnicity,” that is, as an epiphenom-
enon or function of something more basic.

At least in part as a reaction to the erosion of religion’s status as an
independent variable, Timothy L. Smith vigorously reaffirmed its causal
potency in an essay entitled “Religion and Ethnicity in America” (1978)."
He makes three important claims. First, he maintains that religion was
the key element in the process by which immigrants who were strangers
to each other, and who lacked a common “national” identity, molded
themselves into relatively coherent groups, each with its own distinctive
sense of peoplehood. It does not stretch categories unduly to think of
this as an elaboration of the institutional nucleus function noted earlier.

Second, Smith calls immigration a “theologizing experience” be-
cause it intensified “the psychic basis of religious commitment,” person-
alized it by requiring new choices, gave it an ethical slant (“How should
we live our new lives?”), and provided resources (e.g., biblical images of
hope and redemption) that nourished a forward-looking, progressive out-
look on the part of immigrants. This goes much further than Handlin’s
psychologism, but it too focuses on the personal rather than the insti-
tutional dimension of religion. In his third point, which is less fully
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developed but more of a genuine novelty, Smith draws attention to re-
ligious universalism, the “idea ol a common humanity [that] stands at
the center of all major western religions.” By affirming this idea, he
suggests, all the “ethnosectarian versions of Jewish and Christian faith
in America” contributed to America’s “integrative pluralism.”

Something of a tour de force, Smith's essay is the most systematically
developed and explicitly positive analysis of the interaction between re-
ligion and immigration known to me. Taking it as the capstone of that
interpretive tradition, we turn now to treatments that focus on the neg-
ative dimensions of the interaction. These accounts concern themselves
not with the unilying and stabilizing functions of religion but with its
divisiveness. Religion can create or exacerbate ill feeling in two ways:
within and among immigrant groups themselves; and between immi-
grants and the host society. The former we have already noted in passing,
and there is no room here to discuss the literature in detail; the latter,
which falls under the heading of “nativism,” requires brief discussion.

Given the salience of nativism as a theme in immigration historiog-
raphy, it is remarkable that two works published many years ago still
dominate the field: Ray Allen Billington's Protestant Crusade (1938), a
study of the origins of nativism in the antebellum period; and John Hig-
ham’s Strangers in the Land (1955). which covers the period 1860-
1925." The former identifies religion—specifically the anti-Catholicism
of the Protestant majority—as the central element in American nativism;
the latter takes religion into account, but its interpretive scheme is more
complex.

An intellectual historian sensitive to the dangers of nationalism,
Higham portrayed nativism as an inverse form of nationalism directed
against groups that seemed to threaten the well-being of the Republic
from within. It varied in intensity according to the degree of confidence
or anxiety felt by the cultural majority, and it was guided in its selection
of targets by three ideological principles—anti-Catholicism, antiradical-
ism, and racialism. Religion thus remained central to Higham'’s analysis,
but it was no longer the primary element in nativism.

Although it allowed him to deal fully with anti-Catholicism, Hig-
ham’s approach was less well suited to an exploration of the anti-Semitic
dimension of American nativism. Hence he devoted several later essays
to that subject, the most important of which are included in his Send
These To Me: Jews and Other Immigrants in Urban America (1975)."
Catholic and Jewish historians also dealt with nativism as it affected the
two groups, but the timing of their studies differs. Catholics produced
many monographs on nativism in the era when Billington’s book ap-
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peared, but interest in the topic has slackened in the more recent past.””
Just the opposite tendency is discernible among Jewish historians: anti-
Semitism has become a major focus of scholarly attention only in the
past two decades.'®

After the appearance of Strangers in the Land, scholarship on mat-
ters related to nativism took a different turn, probably because that book
seemed definitive on the subject as traditionally understood. Higham
himself signaled the new direction when he pointed out in 1958 that his
“ideological” interpretation was but one approach to the problem. Nativ-
ism also reflected genuine conflicts—for material advantage, for prestige,
and over “real issues of faith"—among different segments of society and
had to be seen as part of the “total complex of ethnic tensions in American
society.” The new task, therefore, was “to analyze the historical com-
position of American society in ethnic terms.”"”

Higham's prescience in this matter is noted by James Bergquist in
a survey of recent work on nativism which provides an admirable review
of the new literature. In politics, the “ethnocultural approach™ high-
lighted the importance of religious, linguistic, and other immigrant-re-
lated issues in the party battles of the past. Social historians explored
the relation of ethnicity and religion to mobility patterns and their ac-
companying tensions, while labor historians featured the linkages be-
tween ethnicity and working-class culture. Historians of education
showed how often ethnoreligious factors were at work in conflicts over
school reform, and the same applies to other areas of reform as well.'®

Although this literature has given new prominence to ethnic-reli-
gious issues, most historians would probably agree with Higham that the
term nativism should not be applied “to all or even most of this recent
scholarship.” Nativism, he goes on to say, is “a one-sided word, pin-
pointing exclusionary impulses expressed in the name of the native pop-
ulation,” and its use should be confined to that “traditional meaning.™”
The point is well taken, and Higham might have added that historians
still conventionally regard nativism in this sense as an unqualified evil.
For despite mounting evidence that ethnoreligious conflicts are complex
and may involve legitimate concerns on the part of “nativists,” historians
still tend almost automatically to side with the “victims.” Indeed, this
disposition is the most powerful, most widely held, and least critically
examined attitude—not to say prejudice—that shapes historical work in
the field of immigration and religion.*

Broadly as it has been applied, the positive/negative classification
does not compass all the works that demand notice even in this schematic
overview. A highly relevant work that escapes these (or any other) cat-



256 RELIGION AND AMERICAN DIVERSITY

egories is R. Laurence Moore's Religious Outsiders and the Making of
Americans (1986). Here Moore pursues a problem he encountered in an
earlier study of spiritualism: What constitutes “the mainstream” in Amer-
ican culture and why are certain groups (insiders) considered part of it,
while others (outsiders) are not? The immigrant dimension as such is
present in only two of the groups Moore examines (Catholics and Jews),
but the profoundly “ethnic” question of how group houndaries are es-
tablished and maintained is central to Religious Outsiders.”

A series of related essays rather than a systematic historical treatise,
Moore's book sparkles with insights but resists easy encapsulation. He
argues that the metaphor of the mainstream distorts reality and should
be dropped, pointing out again and again that groups regarded as out-
siders shared the same values and assumptions as insiders even though
they employed the rhetoric of outsiderhood for purposes of boundary
maintenance. He also urges historians to look more deeply at the conflicts
hetween these groups because they plaved so essential a role in forging
the religious identities through which men and women invested their
lives with significance.

It Moore’s message is hard to pin down, that is even more true of
the literature on American civil religion; but it demands attention as
relevant, particularly to the second part of this essay. The general idea
namely, that religion and politics had somehow blended together im-
parting a sacred dimension to American ideology and institutions—long
antedated the appearance in 1967 of Robert Bellah's famous essay “Civil
Religion in America.” Why that piece set off such a flood of publications,
both popular and academic, is a subject deserving of analysis in its own
right.” In any case, the notion—elusive at best—had assumed such
protean form by 1980 that Bellah himself described it as having lost all
conceptual coherence “or at least ... anything I ever meant by the
term.""

For Bellah, who can fairly be called a theologian of this form of faith,
civil religion is the spiritual bond that unifies Americans and, as it were,
sanctifies their common life. This obviously suggests that American civil
religion is a kind of superreligion with which immigrant groups pro-
fessing various “particularistic” faiths must somehow to come to terms.
EEven though Bellah later conceded that “two different types of civil re-
ligion” might be distinguished, “both [were| operative in America” and
the unifving function seemed unaffected.”’ But if civil religions continued
to multiply, what would that do to national unity? Martin Marty did not
address the question when he explained that America really had “Two
Kinds of Two Kinds of Civil Religion.” Neither did Michael Novak, al-
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though he brought immigration decisively into the picture by asserting
that there were at least four Protestant, three Jewish, three Irish Catholic,
and an unspecified number of other ethnic civil religions.* But these
formulations unquestionably complicated civil religion’s unifying role,
and Laurence Moore was unkind enough to suggest that, like the other
faiths he studied, civil religion probably “split Americans into separate
camps as often as it has brought them together,”*

The only work known to me that attempts to explain just how civil
religion promotes national unity by moderating interreligious strife is
John Murray Cuddihy's No Offense (1977).”” In what he calls a willful
misreading of Bellah’s work, Cuddihy converts civil religion into the
“religion of civility.” He then proceeds to show how the American im-
perative of civility—showing respect for others; at its blandest, “being
nice”"—requires the believers in different religious faiths to moderate
their public claims to exclusive possession of the truth, extend de facto
recognition to others, and thereby implicitly acquiesce in the reduction
of their own faith-position to one among many, all of which must abide
by the prescriptions of the secular religion of civility. Cuddihy’s brilliant
analysis not only “operationalizes” civil religion but also explains why
the ideal of pluralistic tolerance is emotionally unsatisfying, for civil-
ity does not promise genuine solidarity, much less salvation. Mutual
forebearance, necessary and admirable though it be, fails to stir the
soul.

Cuddihy also contributed to a volume entitled Uncivil Religion
(1987).”* Although Bellah is a co-editor and contributor, the book has
little to say about civil religion as such. It presents, rather, a useful survey
of tensions affecting a wide range of religious groups, and between society
atlarge and “cults,” such as the Reverend Sun Myung Moon'’s Unification
church. In his concluding commentary, Bellah focuses on the issue of
group boundaries. While rejecting rigid exclusivity, he sees greater dan-
ger at present from the “radical individualism” that threatens to dissolve
group boundaries entirely, “relativize” all judgments, and undermine
“the moral norms that provide the terms for our democratic conversation.”
Bellah prescribes maintaining “group identities and group boundaries
while remaining open to knowledge of and cooperation with others, in-
cluding those of different faiths.” He calls this position “authentically
biblical and authentically American.”™ It might even be an authentic
expression of American civil religion, although Bellah does not make that
claim; but as the long history of controversy over religion, education, and
Americanism demonstrates, the reconciliation of conflicting group iden-
tities and group boundaries is a perennial problem.
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Group identities and group boundaries are inescapably involved in
education because its primary purpose is to inculcate in children and
young people the knowledge, beliefs, and values of the groups of which
they are a part. In the Christian West, this activity was traditionally
carried out under religious auspices, suffused with religious assumptions,
and oriented toward religious goals. But in the era of modern nationalism
that dates from the French Revolution, the traditional arrangement came
into conflict with, and was progressively displaced by, state control of
education. The new system was promoted by political leaders who per-
ceived the crucial role the schools could play in molding national unity,
and whose outlook often had a strongly civil-religious cast. Conflicts over
secular (political) versus religious (church-related) control of education
were more embittered in Europe, particularly France, than in the United
States.™ But those that occurred here are particularly relevant to our
interest because religious diversity arising from immigration was so cen-
trally involved and because civil religion, broadly understood, has been
so prominent a theme. Although the discussion must be schematic in
the extreme, it will give us a more concrete sense of the issues to look
at the school question over time,

Few difficulties arose in the colonial era because formal education
at the elementary level. which was religious in inspiration, operated in
localized fashion and on a small scale.”" After independence, there was
a gradual shift toward greater reliance on the state, but church-related
schooling continued strongly into the early decades of the nineteenth
century. Although various schemes of “national education” were floated
as early as the 1790s, they resembled the educational projects of revo-
lutionary France too closely to gain much support. Only in the late 1830s
did a groundswell of opinion begin to build up in favor of state control
of education—which in America meant, of course, control by the states,
not the national government. Many factors were at work in this transition,
but it could not have occurred at all had it not been perceived as a
necessary, and authentically religious, modification of church-related
schooling.™

Horace Mann was the key figure in articulating the religious ratio-
nale for the shift.* Mann believed fervently in using the powers of the
state to elevate the condition of mankind, but his policies as secretary of
the Massachusetts Board of Education also reflected his deeply held
religious beliefs. A Unitarian, Mann stressed the ethical element in re-
ligion: he looked upon Jesus as the exemplar of human perfectibility, the
Bible as a treasury of spiritual inspiration, and Christianity as a summons
to work for moral improvement in oneself and others. This kind of reli-
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gion—Mann called it the “religion of heaven"—belonged in the schools,
for without it they could not effectively carry out their primary task, moral
formation. Nor could the task be adequately performed in any but a
statewide, publicly supported system of “common schools,” in which
children of all social and religious backgrounds were brought together
and molded into good citizens along lines suggested by Mann's under-
standing of religion, pedagogy, and civic virtue. Hence Mann opposed
more traditional forms of church-related schooling.

His opposition was powerfully reinforced by the repugnance he felt
for the content of the religious instruction carried on in such schools.
This too reflected his Unitarianism, a religion that developed as a reaction
against traditional Calvinism and repudiated its teachings as the worst
kind of religious error. Mann shared passionately in this aspect of his
faith; he objected vehemently to the inclusion of Calvinist beliefs in any
educational program. Such “sectarian” teaching, besides being wrong,
was socially divisive; his “religion of heaven,” besides being true, brought
young people together on a “nonsectarian” basis and formed them into
good Christians and good citizens. Hence it served patriotic as well as
religious purposes. By midcentury, the dominant cultural majority had
swung behind this position, rejecting church-related schools in favor of
“common schools” in which moral and civic formation took place in an
atmosphere of nondenominational Protestantism.™

Mann's emphasis on classroom reading of the Bible—the moral ef-
ficacy of which he regarded in almost magical terms—helped immensely
in rallying support to his plan and overcoming the resistance of Protestant
traditionalists, which was at first considerable. Even more important,
however, was the terrific growth of the Catholic population, which af-
fected the public school issue in two ways. On the one hand, the vast
increase in Catholic immigration heightened the perceived need for
“common schools” to assimilate the newcomers and thereby mitigate the
strain on national unity their very presence was thought to entail. On
the other hand, Catholic espousal of the church-related plan of educa-
tion—to say nothing of demands for public funds to support their
schools—discredited the older system in Protestant eyes and converted
all but a few foreign-speaking conservatives (most notably the Missouri
Synod Lutherans) into supporters of public schools and “common school
religion.”

The controversies set off by massive Catholic immigration forged an
ideological outlook that assimilated Protestantism to Americanism. This
view, which dominated the public mind through the second half of the
nineteenth century, may be summarized as follows: 1) It was indeed
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possible for public schools to teach those elements of the Christian re-
ligion essential to personal morality and civic virtue without transgressing
on the doctrinal territory disputed among the various churches; hence
Catholics had no valid religious grounds for objecting to public school
education. 2) Since the public schools were—as they should be—teach-
ing this kind of religion, the charge of “godlessness” leveled against them
was unfounded. 3) Because such religious education, rooted in the na-
tion’s historic Protestant heritage, was an essential constituent of Amer-
ican nationality, Catholics brought their civic loyalty into question by
criticizing and refusing to patronize the public schools. 4) Despite earlier
precedents to the contrary, the kind of tax-supported denominational
schools Catholics demanded were out of the question because they would
frustrate the nation-building mission of public education, encourage sec-
tarian strife, and benefit a church that was basically anti-American in
its inherent structure and in the policies it pursued.™

The same controversies that produced this Protestant consensus
convinced Catholics they would have to go it alone with respect to school-
ing. Hence they built up a vast educational system of their own, financed
entirely from ‘private resources.”” Three points about it are especially
pertinent to this discussion: the religio-ethnic mix of motivations: the
Catholic view of the public policy issue; and Catholics’ understanding of
the relationship between religious education and civic loyalty.

Among non-English-speaking groups such as the Germans and
Poles, the desire to preserve mother tongue as well as religion was a
significant factor in the founding of Catholic schools. Indeed, German
Catholics often contrasted their zeal for parochial schools with the relative
lukewarmness of Irish Catholics. But most Irish Catholics were equally
committed to parochial schools, in part because religion served for these
immigrants as the chief symbol of group identity and focus of ethnic
loyalty.” Catholic “Americanizers” often criticized their coreligionists on
this very point: Orestes Brownson protested in the 1850s against using
“the pretext of providing for Catholic education™ to preserve what he
called “Irishism™; thirty years later Archbishop John Ireland of Saint Paul
lodged the same basic complaint against German Catholics.™

The undeniable significance of linguistic-cultural factors should not,
however, mislead us into dismissing religion as the chief motivation for
the founding of Catholic schools. Such an interpretation, which reflects
the tendency noted earlier to demote religion from the status of an in-
dependent variable, reads too much of the present back into the past. As
George F. Theriault showed in a brilliant but neglected study of French-
Canadians in New England, language, religion, and nationality were not
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discrete elements in the thinking of nineteenth-century immigrants.™
Rather, they were intermingled in—or, more precisely, had not yet been
differentiated as parts of—a complex cultural whole that also included
local and familial traditions. Religion was thus centrally involved in the
heritage Catholic immigrants founded schools to preserve; it provided
the institutional vehicle for realizing this aim; and as the constituent
elements of immigrant heritages were gradually differentiated, religion
proved the most enduring.

With respect to the issue of public policy, the Catholics’ view derived
from their more fundamental conviction that the personal formation es-
sential to true education had to be based on religion in its dogmatic
fullness, not on a least-common-denominator moralism (which was ac-
tually, as Catholics saw it, a diluted form of Protestantism). The only
way the Catholic prescription could be realized in a religiously diverse
society was for each religious group to have its own schools; and if the
state supported any, it should in justice support all of them equally.
Catholic spokesmen, liberals as well as conservatives, advanced this ar-
gument from the 1840s through the 1880s. But it was doomed by mid-
century because Protestants regarded the common schools as essential
to the survival of the Republic. Even maintaining their own schools on
a purely voluntary basis branded Catholics as un-American. As Cardinal
Gibbons explained to Rome, the school question more than anything else
persuaded Americans “that the Catholic Church is opposed by principle
to the institutions of the country and that a sincere Catholic cannot be
a loyal citizen of the United States.”"'

Catholics of course rejected this view of the relation between edu-
cation and civic loyalty. They could not deny that their schools were, in
a sense, divisive; the criticism of the Americanizers testified to internal
disagreement about how severe that drawback was and what could be
done to mitigate it. But the dominant opinion among Catholics held that
the need for religious schooling outweighed the negative effects of having
a system that kept their children apart from other young people. And not
even the Americanizers would concede that social divisiveness implied
civic disloyalty. On the contrary, Catholics claimed to be as good Amer-
icans as anyone else. Their schools taught that love of country, respect
for her institutions, and obedience to her laws were moral duties. And
those schools themselves had come into being through the free exercise
of religion—a right guaranteed by the Constitution. By the time the issue
was explicitly formulated as “divisiveness” (around 1950), Catholics were
learning to turn it aside by appealing to “pluralism.™ Neither that term
nor civil religion was available to them in the nineteenth century. Had
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they been, Catholics might well have responded that the charge of dis-
loyalty could seem convincing only to people who identified Americanism
with the acceptance of civil religion in its public school Protestant form.

In the twentieth century, this form of civil religion underwent a
process of secularization. That, along with the persistence of the Catholic
issue and the emergence of Jews as a major factor on the religious/
educational scene, requires brief notice.

“Secularization” is, of course, a complex and controversial concept.
I use it here in the loose vernacular sense to designate the process by
which public education lost most of its nonsectarian-Protestant coloration
but retained certain vestiges that merged with elements from other
sources to form a fuzzier and more generalized version of public school
civil religion associated primarily with unifying Americans on the basis
of commonly shared “moral and spiritual values.™* The continuities in
this process are clearly observable in the thinking of John Dewey, the
philosopher whose ideas dominated American public education in the
first half of the twentieth century.

Dewey abandoned the Protestantism of his New England ancestors
but not their moralism and concern for social betterment. In 1908, just
as immigration reached its climax, he published an essay entitled “Re-
ligion and Our Schools,” in which he affirmed that the public schools
were “performing an infinitely significant religious work” by taking
young people of diverse backgrounds and “assimilating them together
on the basis of what is common and public in endeavor and achievement.”
By teaching both self-respect and respect for others, the schools promoted
a social unity that was truly religious in character. While properly es-
chewing the formalism of traditional religious instruction, which could
inhibit the development of “state-consciousness,” they were nevertheless
providing education genuinely “religious in substance and in promise.™"!

Dewey’s revisionist understanding of religious education was, as it
were, expanded and generalized in his 1934 book A Common Faith. Here
he sought to emancipate “the religious”—by which he meant those di-
mensions of our experience which elevate, inspire, and unite us with
others—from its stultifying identification with “religion”—by which he
meant formal religion, the creeds and cults of the organized churches.
According to this view of things, the public schools ought definitely to
engage in “religious” education; but to teach “religion” would militate
directly against the success of “religious” education, rightly understood.
The terminology confuses, but a close analogy can be drawn between
Dewey’s position and that of Horace Mann. Where Mann prescribed “the
religion of heaven,” Dewey prescribes “the religious”; where Mann re-
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jected “sectarianism,” Dewey rejects “religion.” With respect to their
understanding of the broadly “religious” aims of public education—per-
sonal development of the individual meshing with social improvement
and national cohesion—there is not just analogy but straightforward
continuity between the positions of the two men.

Dewey was not alone in viewing the public schools from a civil-
religious perspective. Ellwood P. Cubberly, an educational historian
whose remarks on assimilating immigrants are regularly exhibited as a
nativistic horror, also observed that the work of the public schools was
“to a large degree” religious. Denis Brogan likewise emphasized their
religious quality in his well-known delineation of The American Char-
acter (1944)." The wartime crisis, which linked democracy to “our Judeo-
Christian heritage,” prompted J. Paul Williams, a professor of religion at
Mount Holyoke College, to speak of the public school as “a veritable
temple for the indoctrination of democracy,” which should be taught
explicitly “as religion [sic].” This kind of talk embarrassed most public
school spokespersons, who were strict separationists on the church-state
issue, but it was taken seriously by the prominent church historian Sid-
ney E. Mead and other commentators on civil religion. And the programs
to “teach about religion” that sprouted in the public schools after the
U.S. Supreme Court outlawed prayer and Bible reading were permeated
by civil-religious goals such as deepening students’ appreciation for na-
tional values, promoting intergroup harmony, and contributing to the
moral renewal of society.™

Since separation of church and state, religious neutrality, and the
“secularity” of the schools are fundamental postulates of the whole sys-
tem of public education, willingness to recognize its religious quality,
even in the Deweyan sense, has been rare. Such willingness as exists is
important, however, for the testimony it gives to the substratum of re-
ligious seriousness with which Americans regard public education, par-
ticularly in its function—which is closely related to immigration—of
integrating the diverse elements of the population around the values of
freedom, equality, and other elements of the national ideology.* It is this
underlying concern with unity that continued to make the existence of
a separate system of Catholic schools problematic—particularly since
Catholics were widely regarded by important opinion leaders, both reli-
gious and secular, as committed by their religion to principles incom-
patible with Americanism.™

Concern for national unity and doubts about the civic loyalty of
Catholics were both involved in the Oregon School Law of 1922 which
would have put Catholic schools out of business by requiring all students



264 RELIGION AND AMERICAN DIVERSITY

to attend public schools. In the nativistic atmosphere of the time, several
other states were considering similar legislation, but the U.S. Supreme
Court struck down the Oregon statute, denying that the state’s regulatory
authority included the power “to standardize its children by forcing them
to accept instruction from public teachers only.™' Extremely important
in itself, the Oregon case gave a hint of what was to come, for it marked
the U.S. Supreme Court’s entry into a constitutional area that was to
become increasingly active after World War 11, namely, church-state
questions involving the schools.

The issue of aid to parochial schools, which was seen by non-Cath-
olics as part of a Catholic campaign to subvert the principle of church-
state separation, figured very prominently in this post—World War 11
development, but we cannot enter upon its complexities.”™ Two obser-
vations will have to suffice. The first is that the U.S. Supreme Court’s
educational decisions have defined separation more and more stringently,
with the result that public funds are available to Catholic schools only
for quite marginal types of assistance (except at the level of higher ed-
ucation, where a more flexible interpretation permits public support for
nonreligious purposes). The second is that moving this key aspect of the
Catholic question to the sphere of constitutional adjudication has helped
to contain intergroup friction by bringing it within a framework of set-
tlement that everyone regards as legitimate, disappointing as the out-
comes may be to one or another party in any given case.

American Jews, who resemble Catholics in their character as im-
migrants, take a very different position on matters relating to religion
and education. In the nineteenth century, German Jews maintained a
tew full-time day schools; more recently, Orthodox Jews have established
them. But these are exceptions to the general rule. Most American Jews
have always patronized the public schools. relying on various types of
supplemental education to provide the specifically Jewish content of their
children’s formation. Besides being strongly committed to secular public
schools, Jews have also championed strict separationism on church-state
issues. So deeply rooted is this complex of attitudes that even during the
“ethnic studies” boom of the 1970s, Jews remained “wary of encouraging
the teaching of Jewish studies” in the public schools.™

The process by which “Jews transtormed themselves from a group
which gave primacy to sacred learning into one which gave primacy to
secular learning” may be, as Marshall Sklare observes, imperfectly under-
stood, but the congruence between Reform Judaism and the public school
ideology, both of which emerged in the mid nineteenth century, goes far
to explain their original acceptance of the American system. Reformism
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envisioned Jews as “fully integrated citizens of the modern secular state,
differentiated only by religion,” and with all outmoded or discordant fea-
tures of the Jewish religious tradition trimmed away. In the words of
Lloyd P. Gartner, Reform Jews looked upon religiously neutral public
schools as “a blessing and a necessity, for they were a microcosm of the
society in which Jewish children would find a place as adults. . .. The
public school was viewed as the symbol and guarantee of Jewish equality
and full opportunity in America,™"*

The commitment to public education intensified with the coming of
the East European Jews, who immigrated in massive numbers around
the turn of the century. Heavily concentrated in New York City and
“overwhelmed,” as Gartner says, by “modern secular culture,” many East
European Jews simply abandoned Judaism, while others reintegrated the
religious elements of their tradition with more modern ways of thinking,
Theorists of Jewish education were naturally involved in this ferment;
several of the most important were in contact with, and influenced by,
John Dewey, who had moved to Columbia University in 1904. One such
was Mordecai M. Kaplan, and echoes of Dewey's ideas—including the
distinction between “the religious” and “religion”—are clearly discernible
in the Reconstructionist movement, of which Kaplan was the founder.>

Reconstructionism holds that “Jewishness” is broader and more
basic than “Judaism,” for the former designates a “religious civilization,”
while the latter refers to the “religion” that has historically given expres-
sion to the civilization but that does not exhaust its spiritual potentialities.
The Reconstructionist program of integrating the Jewish heritage with
the best in the modern world had an obvious affinity with civil religion.
“Indeed,” writes Charles S. Liebman, “Kaplan's belief that church and
state must be separate, but that every civilization must have its own
religion to assure social cohesion and unity, makes a civil religion a
necessity.” Hence it is not surprising that Kaplan collaborated with J.
Paul Williams in editing The Faith of America (1951), a devotional an-
thology of “prayers, readings, and songs for the celebration of American
holidays,” and that his son-in-law and successor, Ira Eisenstein, took
satisfaction in noting that the country seemed to be ready for a civil
religion in 1976.”"

Commitment to American civil religion is an equally prominent motif
in certain varieties of Jewish “secularism.” For our purposes, the key
figure here is Horace M. Kallen, formulator of the theory of cultural
pluralism, which has become a kind of shibboleth among commentators
on education, as well as ethnicity and religion.™ Kallen's active career
spanned more than half a century (he was 92 when he died in 1974)
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and covered a wide range of topics. A pragmatic philosopher like John
Dewey, with whom he was closely acquainted, Kallen shared Dewey's
quasi-religious understanding of democracy, his enthusiasm for public
education, his opposition to public aid for Catholic schools, and his hos-
tility to Catholic “authoritarianism” in general.

Kallen’s views on ethnicity, religion, and American nationality,
which were first set forth in strongly antiassimilationist terms (in 1915
and 1924), represented his personal integration of Jewish and American
elements. His cultural pluralism originally envisaged American society
as a kind of federation of ethnic nationalities; but the concept took on a
life of its own and, by World War 11, had converged with the kind of
assimilationism that stressed the acceptance by all groups of American
ideals, especially “tolerance for diversity.” When Kallen himself returned
to the subject in the 1950s, cultural pluralism had become indistinguish-
able in his thinking from “the American ldea,” which he capitalized and
invested with explicitly religious authority. Yet his version of American
civil religion was in its own way quite “sectarian.” He described it as a
distinctive “apprehension of human nature and human relations” which
everyone (“every sort and condition of Protestant, Catholic, Judaist, Mos-
lem, Buddhist, and every other communion”) had to accept and live by
in order to be a good American.™

Kallen made his sweeping assertion in responding to a Catholic critic
who had objected to his elevating the “American Idea” into a “surrogate
religion.” We should not, of course, make too much of a single episode, but
this one is highly symptomatic of the quite different ways Catholics and
Jews—the two major immigrant religions in the United States—have
understood the relations between religion, ethnicity, and civic loyalty. It
is too early to discern what additional differences will come to light as a
result of recent immigration that has augmented the strength of religious
traditions (Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and others) that have not hitherto
played a significant role in American developments. For that matter, we
are still far from really understanding the interaction between immigration
and religion among the groups that did figure prominently in our past.
But the little that we know strongly suggests that education is likely to be
a flash point of conflict and that “civil religion” needs to be taken into
account along with the traditional faiths of both immigrants and host society.
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“Americanism” in American Catholic
Discourse

As was noted in chapter 10, the interaction between religion and im-
migration has only recently begun to attract the attention of historians.
In the field of American Catholic history—to stick to the work 1 know
best—religion was in the past so closely identified with the institutional
church and its official leaders that Catholic historians traditionally paid
little attention to immigration or “nationality” except when it became a
problem disturbing the ecclesiastical scene. This, to be sure, began to
change when the vogue of social history turned the attention of younger
scholars to ethnicity and other nonecclesiastical dimensions of Catholic
group life. But the social historians’ tendency to interpret religion as
merely an “aspect” of ethnicity leads to its own distortion by undervaluing
the importance of religion as an independent variable.

My own view, which goes back to my doctoral work on German-
American Catholics, is that ethnicity and religion must both be taken
into account and that the interaction between them is not only complex
but also shifting and situational—that is, shaped by generational tran-
sition and a multitude of contingent historical factors. The following essay
was not written to illustrate that belief, but it is impossible to follow the
use of Americanism in Catholic discourse without observing that it and
the related term Americanization have been applied both to the very
“ethnic” issue of immigrant assimilation and to broader ideological or
“religious” questions having to do with the adaptation of Catholic belief
and practice to American circumstances. Tracing this semantic history
over the long term reveals many shifts in the close interrelationship
between the two kinds of issue; but it also shows that over time the
religious connotations of “Americanism™ became more important and the
ethnic less so. Another quite interesting finding brought to light by this
survey of usage is that historical study of a particular episode of “Amer-
icanism” played a key role in reintroducing the term into Catholic dis-
course in the mid twentieth century.

The essay that follows synthesizes two articles, both extensively
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revised in this version. The first, originally presented at a joint session
of the American Catholic Historical Association and the American Jewish
Historical Association, was published in Societas (Autumn 1973). It ben-
efited along the way from discussion at a conference on American reli-
gious history organized by Timothy L. Smith of the Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, to whom [ am very much indebted for his longstanding interest,
encouragement, and advice. The second and more recent treatment of
Americanism was presented at a session entitled “New Directions in
American Catholic History” at the March 1990 meeting of the Organi-
zation of American Historians. That panel was organized by my colleague
at Notre Dame, Jay Dolan, whose friendship and intellectual compan-
ionship over two decades have meant a great deal to me. The second
paper on Americanism will appear in U.S. Catholic Historian. Both it
and the earlier published articles contain fuller documentation on certain
points than the present essay.

he terms Americanism and Americanization loom large in the history

and historiography of the Roman Catholic church in the United States.
Generally speaking, they refer to the relationship of the Catholic church,
or of Catholics as a subgroup of the population, to the social, political,
and cultural environment of the nation. From their form alone, one would
expect to find Americanism employed where these relationships are dis-
cussed at the level of abstract principle and Americanization used where
attention is focused on the actual processes of interaction between church
and society, This is a good rule of thumb, but there are some compli-
cations. For example, historians who talk about “Americanism” often
have in mind an intra-Catholic controversy that arose in the 1890s over
an alleged heresy known by that name; and “Americanization” may refer
either to the assimilation of Catholic immigrants or to changes in the
structure or mode of operation of the church as an institution. The eval-
uative overtones carried by these terms can be either positive or negative,
depending on whether the user approves or disapproves the phenomena
to which they refer.

The phenomena in question are important not only to understanding
the development of American Catholicism but also to understanding the
nature and limits of American “diversity.” For discussions employing
these terms have to do with the compatibility of the Catholic religion
with American values and institutions; with the social. cultural, and
ideological accommodations the church has had to make to the American
environment; and with the interaction of Catholic ethnic groups among
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themselves, with other elements of the population, and with the insti-
tutions of the host society.

These issues are too broad and complex for comprehensive treatment
in a short essay, but they lend themselves to the semantic history ap-
proach. We can, in other words, follow the same method employed in
part 1 of this book, inquiring how the terms Americanism and Ameri-
canization have functioned in the discourse of American Catholics. Such
a review will shed useful light on the substantive issues involved and
help us identify elements of both continuity and change over a consid-
erable span of time.

According to lexicographers, John Witherspoon, a well known Pres-
byterian divine and Revolutionary War patriot, introduced the term Amer-
icanism in 1781 to designate words or usages distinctive to the English
language as it was spoken in the United States. As early as 1797, however,
Thomas Jefferson referred to “the dictates of reason and pure American-
ism,” and in 1806 Noah Webster gave as one of the definitions of the
word: “a love of America and preference of her interest.” The standard
Dictionary of American English on Historical Principles cites several
examples of usage in this sense between 1807 and 1884, but Mitford M.
Mathews points out that Americanism became associated with Know-
Nothingism in the 1850s when it was applied to the principles of the
nativist “American Party."™

Americanization first appeared in the Know-Nothing era. It is of
special interest for us that the earliest example cited by lexical scholars
is from a Catholic source, Brownson's Quarterly Review for April 1858,
Orestes A. Brownson, a convert to Catholicism, wrote in the passage
cited, “All the Americanization | insist on is, that our Catholic population
shall feel and believe that a man may be a true American and a good
Catholic.” I have not found earlier use of either term by Catholic writers;
that negative finding, coupled with the evidence supplied by the lexi-
cographers, strongly suggests that Catholics did not begin talking about
Americanism and Americanization until the 1850s and that they did so
then against the background of Know-Nothing nativism.

Since the nativists claimed to stand for Americanism, Catholic im-
migrants who were the object of their hostility tended to regard such
terms as part of the polemic directed against them. Thus the Irish-
American protested in 1858: “There is no cant more in vogue than that
the Irish ought to lose their identity in the American people. Forget your
past and become Americanized, is the common cry. It is, nevertheless,
a false, foolish, and absurd cry. The great fault is the other way. The
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Irish become Americanized, in a certain sense, far too thoroughly and
too soon.” Too rapid adoption of traits like individualism and materialism
demoralized the newcomers, according to the [rish-American, but pre-
serving the best of their old-country heritage would help immigrants
“adopt and love what [was| good and noble” in the new homeland.”
Brownson, a Vermont Yankee by hirth, did not find this line of ar-
gumentation to his liking. Although staunchly Catholic, he was also
thoroughly American and could not enter fully into the feeling of his
immigrant coreligionists on these matters. He could understand that they
felt strong ties to their homelands and that religion and nationality were
tightly interwoven in the case of the Irish. But these facts did not excuse
immigrant Catholics from trying to understand American ways and en-
deavoring to accommodate to them as fully as possible. Unfortunately,
in Brownson's view, they did not always do this; on the contrary, he was
convinced that many Catholic priests and bishops actively disliked “the
American people and character.” This attitude contributed materially to
nativism because it stood in the way of “getting our religion fairly pre-
sented to the American mind."™
Brownson repudiated nativism insofar as it rested on religious prej-
udice, but he understood the alarm felt by Americans as they reacted
against the threat to national values posed by the flood of immigration.
In 1854 he undertook to explain the situation to his fellow Catholics in
two articles entitled “Native Americanism” and “The Know Nothings.™
The nativists, Brownson conceded, were misguided in their bigotry,
but they also gave voice Lo legitimate national concerns. What their outcry
signified—and what Catholics must realize—was that America had a
nationality of its own and that Americans would not tolerate the perpe-
tuation of foreign nationalities on their soil. For that reason, the Catholic
religion would never prosper here if it were inseparably linked to a foreign
nationality. Immigrant Irish Catholics must therefore distinguish their
Catholicity from their Irish nationality and learn American ways.
Catholic schools also came in for censure from Brownson, for he
perceived that they served, and were intended to serve, ethnic-national
as well as religious purposes. He deprecated the hostility with which
Catholic leaders regarded the common schools, for he did not think it
was always justified on strictly religious grounds. Where real anti-Ca-
tholicism made Catholic schools a necessity, he approved their existence
but regretted the social separation of Catholic from Protestant youngsters
they entailed. Above all, he opposed schools that, “under the pretext of
providing for Catholic education . . . train up our children to be foreigners
in the land of their birth.”
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His reflection on these issues persuaded Brownson that one had to
distinguish between “the traditions of Catholics™ and “Catholic tradi-
tion.”” This perception, | suspect, played a key role in moving him toward
the most “liberal” position on religious questions he ever adopted in his
career as a Catholic, Alerted by the ethnic issue, Brownson realized that
many “traditional” Catholic positions were the product of social custom
and historical contingency, rather than being essential to the faith. Hence
he urged flexibility in seeking to bring the church into fruitful contact
with the modern world. After all, he pointed out, i the universality of
the Catholic church were to be made real. it must be at home in all ages
as well as in all climes.

Brownson later repented his lapse into liberalism and reverted to a
rigid hostility toward the modern world. He did not, to the best of my
knowledge, apply the term Americanism to the liberal tendency of his
thinking between 1854 and 1864, although that was what the word came
to mean in Catholic discourse three decades later. In the context of the
strictly ethnic-national discussion, however, Brownson alluded to “that
Americanism which we have uniformly professed . . . since we became
a Catholic.”™ And this kind of Americanism sufficed to bring down upon
his head a storm of criticism from immigrant Catholics who equated his
position with outright nativism.

Americanize and its variations, unlike Americanism, were used freely
by Brownson in the 1850s. The passage cited by lexicographers as the
first recorded usage of Americanization occurred in a dialogue, a literary
device Brownson often used to present divergent views on a complex
issue. The following exchange between characters called Dieffenbach
and Father John furnishes the context of the passage.

“But you forget. Father John.” said Dieflenbach, “that this
Catholic body, large as it is, and zealous as it may be, is sepa-
rated from the American community by difference of national
origin, manners, and customs, and to some extent even of lan-
guage. The Church they support is still regarded as the church
of a foreign body in the American community. . . . Your Catholic
body does not act on the American body, and you want . . . a
larger infusion of the American element. Instead of relying on
this foreign body, you should direct all your efforts to the con-
version of Americans, who have the sentiment of American na-
tionality, and thus Americanize the Church.”

“Undoubtedly.” replied Father John, “it is desirable that the
Catholic body should be or become American, so far as to avoid
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all that is repugnant to a just American national sentiment; but
I want the Church Americanized no more than [ want her Irish-
ized, Germanized, Englishized, or Gallicized. The Church al-
ways suffers from having imposed on her the form of any na-
tionality. . . . The Americanization of the Catholic body does and
will go on of itself, as rapidly as is desirable, and all we have to
do with it is, to take care that they do not imbibe the notion

that to Americanize is necessarily to Protestantize. The transi-
tion from one nationality to another is always a dangerous pro-
cess, and all the Americanization | insist on is, that our Catholic
population shall feel and believe that a man may be a true
American and a good Catholic.”

Thus were the issues associated with Americanization laid out when
the term was introduced. The circumstances surrounding its introduc-
tion also made clear that these issues had terrific explosive potential.

The explosion came some thirty years later. This time the conflict
began in the 1880s over the place of German nationality in American
Catholicism; by the late 1890s, the focal point of conflict had shifted to
something called “Americanism.” Few of the participants recalled the
controversy of Brownson's time, but the parallels are striking."

Most pertinently, the words Americanization and (in the latter pe-
riod) Americanism figured prominently in the disputes. Secondly, both
sets of “Americanizers” deprecated the tendency to identify the Catholic
church with imported cultural forms, striving instead to bring her into
closer touch with the modern world. Thirdly, both Brownson and the
later Americanists, most notably Archbishep John Ireland of Saint Paul,
were sanguine about the future of Catholicism in America. They believed
the spirit of the American people would dispose them to accept the Cath-
olic faith once it took root in the national culture and expressed itself in
indigenous forms. Hence they took a more positive stand than the “con-
servatives” on Catholics’ mixing with non-Catholics; they were more
open-minded about the public schools, and they disapproved Catholic
schooling that served to perpetuate a foreign language or culture in the
United States.

A fourth broad parallel is that both sets of controversies took place
against a background of nativism, and the place of foreign nationalities
in the American church was basic in both cases. Brownson and the later
Americanizers were accused of being nativists themselves, and they
were, indeed, tinged with a nationalistic Anglo-Saxonism. They both,
however, denied being hostile to the ethnic groups in question, main-
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taining that they opposed only deliberate efforts to trustrate the natural
processes of assimilation.

Finally, Brownson and Archbishop Ireland explained what they
meant by Americanization of Catholic immigrants in very similar terms.
Brownson was not asking the Irish to forget their homeland, he main-
tained. However, he did “ask them not to regard this country as the land
of their exile, but . .. as their new home, freely chosen, around which
they are to cluster the affections of their hearts, and with whose fortunes,
not with those of Ireland, are henceforth bound up their own fortunes,
and those of their children and their children's children.” Thirty-eight
years later, Archbishop Ireland told a group of German Catholics that he
did not favor “hasty, over-active Americanization”; nor did he demand
“the forgetting of the old land, or the setting aside of precious traditions.”
Rather, he continued:

What I do mean by Americanization is the filling up of the
heart with love for America and for her institutions. It is the
harmonizing of ourselves with our surroundings, so that we will
be as to the manner born, and not as strangers in a strange
land. caring but slightly for it. and entitled to receive from it but
meagre favors. It is the knowing of the language of the land
and failing in nothing to prove our attachment to our laws, and
our willingness to adopt, as dutiful citizens, all that is good and
laudable in its social life and civilization."

There were, of course, differences between the two controversies
over Americanization. For one thing, the battles of the 1880s and 1890s
lasted longer and constituted a more important chapter in the history of
American Catholicism. A chapter, incidentally, that historians have stud-
ied intently, while the storm that swirled around Brownson in the 1850s
has been largely overlooked by scholars.

The dramatis personae had also changed. Brownson died in 1876,
and the Irish, whom he chided for resisting Americanization in the fifties,
furnished all the leading Americanizers in the later episode. The role
previously played by the Irish was taken over by the Germans, who had
not figured at all in the ecarlier controversy.

Finally, the Americanist controversy had a much higher ideological
content than the skirmishes of the fifties. Its history is tangled but may
be summarized as follows. Difficulties arising in the 1880s between Ger-
man- and English-speaking Catholics persisted through the next decade,
becoming interwoven in the process with liberal-conservative splits
across a wide spectrum of other issues—such as whether Catholics could
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belong to secret societies, including the Knights of Labor; the theories
of Henry George; the question of parochial versus public schooling; and
the appointment of an apostolic delegate to the United States. These
disputes involved intense politicking in Rome and eventually drew the
attention of European Catholics, both liberals and conservatives, to what
was going on in this country. The Europeans were engaged in their own
quarrels, and both parties attempted to make polemical use of the Amer-
ican example. Especially in France, Catholic progressives pointed to the
American church as leading the way in the reconciliation of Catholicism
with the modern world, while conservatives portrayed “Americanism” as
tantamount to surrendering the faith, By 1899 the quarrel had reached
such a pitch that Pope Leo XIII issued the Apostolic Letter Testem Be-
nevolentiae, in which he pronounced unacceptable “the opinions which
some comprise under the head of Americanism.”"

The basic principle rejected by the pope was that “the Church ought
to adapt herself somewhat to our advanced civilization™ and relax “her
ancient rigor,” not only with respect to practical matters “but also to the
doctrines in which the deposit of faith is contained.” From this principle
there flowed several opinions concerning the role of the church in guiding
the religious life of the individual, the importance of the natural as com-
pared to the supernatural virtues, the place of religious orders in the
church, and methods of evangelization—all of which the pope con-
demned in detail.

But while he condemned “Americanism” so defined, Leo took care
to add that Americanism was unobjectionable if it meant “the charac-
teristic qualities which reflect honor on the people of America . . . or if
it implies the condition of your commonwealth, or the laws and customs
which prevail in them.” Archbishop Ireland and his fellow Americanizers
maintained that this was all they understood by Americanism, and they
denied holding the opinions condemned by the pope. Their opponents,
however, insisted that the dangerous tendencies singled out in Testem
did exist in America and that the papal admonition was necessary and
timely.

The equivocal nature of the term gave rise to disagreements not only
at the time; it also caused difficulties for later historians. Thomas T.
McAvoy, who became the leading authority on the subject in the mid
twentieth century, distinguished three varieties of Americanism: 1) the
civic and political principles on which American society and government
rest; 2) the views of certain progressive Catholics in France which were
tinctured with a theological liberalism regarded at the time as heretical;
and 3) the Americanism that was the shorthand term for the practical
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modifications of Catholic life made in response to the pressures of the
American environment. But McAvoy conceded that it was difficult to
determine “when the word Americanism acquired a religious meaning
above its normal political and social meanings.™"*

We can, however, say with some confidence that the controversy
moved from a focus on Americanization to primary concern with Amer-
icanism. The former term occurs frequently in the 1880s in disputes
over the status of German Catholics and the German language in the
American church. When the term Americanism appears in this phase of
the controversy, the context usually links it closely with matters of lan-
guage and ethnicity. At least one contemporary traced the origins of that
term back to the German issue, arguing that the German Catholics who
opposed Ireland's emphasis on Americanization “retorted upon him the
name of ‘Americanism’ as a stigma . . . redolent of ‘Liberalism’ and all
evil things.™"!

The publication in France of a biography of Isaac T. Hecker was a
landmark in the controversy and also with respect to the semantics of
Americanism. Hecker, a New Yorker born in 1819, was a convert to
Catholicism who became a priest and founded the Congregation of St.
Paul (popularly known as Paulists), a religious community that Hecker
hoped would become the instrument through which America would be
converted to the Catholic faith. Hecker’s irenic temper and his confidence
that Catholicism would thrive as never before in republican America
made him an appealing figure to the French Catholic progressives who
wished to break away from the tradition of Catholic hostility to the French
republic. Hence the appearance in 1897 of a French Life of Father
Hecker, and the exaggerated publicity accompanying it, intensified the
conflict between liberals and conservatives in the French church. The
posthumous figure of Hecker became the symbol of Americanism and a
polemical storm center. Looking back on the controversy two decades
later, the historian Peter Guilday asserted that “it was Paris that coined
the much abused word, ‘Americanism.” """

A key episode linking Hecker and Americanism was a talk given by
Denis J. O’Connell at a congress of Catholic savants in Fribourg, Swit-
zerland. At that time (1897) rector of the North American College in
Rome (a residence for American seminarians), O'Connell was a fervent
Americanist. His lecture, entitled “A New Idea in the Life of Father
Hecker,” constituted an important theoretical statement of Americanism
which emphasized the tradition of Anglo-American law as contrasted to
Roman and canon law. The talk is particularly relevant here because
O'Connell stated that this “new idea” was “called by the name of ‘Amer-
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icanism.” " The term, he said, was not merely to be found here and there
in the biography of Hecker; rather, “the idea expressed by it shines like
a golden thread from the beginning to the end of the volume.” It was,
he added, a term “that one will not find in any dictionary of Europe, and
hardly, | may venture to say, in any dictionary of America—never, | am
sure, in that full precise significance that it bore in the mind of the
illustrious Founder of the Paulists.” Unfortunately, O'Connell thereupon
dismissed as unnecessary “the consideration of its etymology or gene-
SiS<,‘Ib

Since O'Connell later admitted he had not read the Hecker biog-
raphy, he can scarcely be considered a reliable authority on what Hecker
thought Americanism might be. In view of the word’s occurring only
once in the original American version of the biography in question, we
can safely conclude that its widespread usage in the late 1890s did not
trace back to that source.'"” What actually seems to have happened is
that the term Americanization was employed in a number of disputes
about the adjustment of Catholicism to American circumstances; even-
tually Americanism became a label designating the position of one party
in those disputes—the “liberals” who favored flexibility and accommo-
dation wherever possible. Vague enough as a political term, it became
even more ambiguous when carried over into the realm of religious con-
troversy. With the complications resulting from its use by both friendly
and unfriendly Catholic publicists in France, Americanism became so
diffuse that it could be interpreted to mean almost anything. But the
pope condemned one interpretation. And although he exempted another
meaning from his censure, the papal letter Testem Benevolentiae effec-
tively removed Americanism from Catholic discourse for a long time.

While papal distavor put Americanism under a cloud, other devel-
opments around 1900 caused the German Catholics to soft-pedal their
resistance to Americanization. They really had no choice because gen-
erational transition and other social changes made accommodation im-
perative. The most revealing incident concerned orders issued by two
German bishops in Wisconsin that sermons be preached in English at
least once on Sunday. When Polish and French-Canadian Catholics at-
tacked this “Americanizing ukase,” a leading German Catholic journalist
defended the bishops’ actions. Arthur Preuss, who had founded his Re-
view to combat the liberals in the 1890s and who then characterized
Americanization as a demand for “national apostasy,” now warned the
critics against making Americanization a “scarecrow.” Drawing the same
basic distinction as Archbishop Ireland had earlier, Preuss rejected “par-
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force Americanization” but declared that recognition of the natural pro-
cesses of assimilation could “prove beneficial.” The German Catholics
had realized “almost too late,” he explained, that the process of assimi-
lation now required concessions to the English language it many of the
old German parishes were to survive.'

The almost complete cessation of German immigration after 1900,
along with emergence of the second generation as the dominant element,
had in fact plunged the German-American Catholics into a crisis of as-
similation." Although the erosion of ethnic feeling could not be wholly
stemmed, the German Catholics’ national organization, the Central-Ver-
ein, responded to the challenge very creatively. A reorganization brought
its structure up to date; a newly developed interest in social reform gave
it a mission attuned to the spirit of the Progressive Era; and new lead-
ership guided it to greater visibility on the national Catholic scene than
it had ever enjoyed before, especially through its bilingual journal, Cen-
tral-Blatt and Social Justice (est. 1909). The partial acceptance of En-
glish, along with the social reform mission, in fact constituted a kind of
Americanization, but the Central-Verein's leaders never called it that.
They continued to regard the positions taken by the Americanists of the
1890s as mistaken, and it probably never occurred to them that they
were in effect Americanizing the structure and outlook of the principal
organizational symbol of their ethnoreligious consciousness. But neither
did they keep up the anti-Americanizing rhetoric of the past, and as the
German Catholics quietly dropped the subject, the word Americanization
receded from view for several years.

It—and to a lesser extent Americanism—reappeared in Catholic
discourse in the context of the “Americanization movement” set off by
World War [. Against the background of wartime patriotism and suspicion
of “hyphenated Americans,” Catholics mobilized their energies for par-
ticipation in the war effort through a new organization, the National
Catholic War Council (NCWC). An account of its activities published in
1921 illustrates how Catholics’ pride in their wartime service was assim-
ilated to their fundamental commitment to the nation. As a preamble to
his story of American Catholics and the War, Michael Williams devoted
four chapters to the history of Catholicism in the United States. He did
not apply the term Americanism to Catholic devotion to the nation; nor
did he conceive the relationship between church and society as involving
a process of adjustment that could be called Americanization. No such
adjustment was needed because “the very marrow” of Williams's story
was “the blessed harmony that has always existed, and which now exists,
and which, please God, shall always exist, between the spirit of the
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Catholic Church and the spirit of the United States of America.” Thanks
to this natural harmony, an “intimate . . . inseparable intermingling” had
always subsisted between Catholic and national values, of which the
most recent testimony was the Catholic contribution to the war effort
and postwar reconstruction.®

The only time Williams used the word Americanization in the book,
he placed quotation marks around it and applied it specifically to the
citizenship education program carried on by the NCWC. This program
was designed to provide a deeper understanding of American institutions.
The NCWC professed itself to be “interested especially in emphasizing
the lessons of American patriotism for the benefit of the foreigners within
our shores; in pointing out to them . . . the opportunities for happy and
useful employment in American industries; in inspiring them with the
desire to become American citizens; and in teaching them the lessons
of sanitation, better housing, and better living."*!

Carrying out this program was a major activity of the National Cath-
olic Welfare Conference, which succeeded the National Catholic War
Council and continued to be known as the NCWC for nearly a half-
century. Much of the NCWC’s Americanization work in the twenties
featured Italian-Americans, but some attention was also devoted to the
Spanish-speaking population of the Southwest. Although the program
was prosecuted energetically, its director, John A. Lapp, warned against
the abuses that sometimes accompanied Americanization campaigns. In
certain unfortunate instances, Lapp wrote, “the terms ‘Americanism’ and
‘Americanization’ were found to be ... mere cloaks for un-American
activities” such as reactionary antiunion drives. As a result, not a few
people grew distrustful of “the very idea of Americanization itself.” Lapp
regretted this development, prescribing for its remedy the removal of
“the dollar sign” from programs of Americanization. In more positive
terms, he asserted that nothing less than “complete social justice should
be held as a goal for good citizenship or Americanization.”* Lapp thus
attempted to give Americanization a progressive orientation by associ-
ating it with the reformist goals being pursued by his more famous
colleague, John A. Ryan, the head of the NCWC's Social Action De-
partment.

Other Catholic observers took note of Americanization as a new
word that had come into great vogue and was not infrequently applied
to highly questionable activities—such as efforts to proselytize among
Catholic children by means of Protestant-sponsored recreational pro-
grams. At the same time, Catholics boasted that their own religious
education work among immigrants was the best kind of Americanization.
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Such a claim found little resonance in the larger culture, for most Amer-
icans still regarded the Catholic church and its adherents as a foreign
presence on the national scene. As restrictionist feeling mounted in the
early twenties, the Ku Klux Klan gave powerful expression to the fear
of Catholicism that was a perennial feature of American nativism. The
emergence ol Al Smith as a serious contender for the presidency not only
reinforced crude no-popery; it also aroused uneasiness among those less
susceptible to bigotry over how fully Catholics were committed to church-
state separation. Catholics felt the need to respond to these developments,
and by 1923 items protesting the Klan's appropriation of the term Amer-
icanism began to appear in the National Catholic Welfare Conference
Bulletin alongside reports of the Americanization work being carried on
by the NCWC itself. The following vear Frederick J. Kinsman, a former
bishop of the Protestant Episcopal church who had embraced Catholi-
cism, published a book entitled Americanism and Catholicism dedicated
to proving the compatibility of the two.”

The weekly magazine Commonweal, founded in 1924 as an organ
of Catholic liberalism, took up the same task. Although critical of short-
comings in Catholic life and hoping to follow an irenic editorial line, its
editors had to spend much of their energy in the early years defending
the church against misrepresentation and affirming the Americanism of
the Catholic faithful. The 1928 presidential campaign, when it portrayed
attacks on Al Smith’s religion as betrayals of true Americanism, brought
this phase of Commonweal’s existence to its climax.?' After Smith’s de-
feat, Michael Williams, who had resigned from the NCWC in order to
found the magazine, wrote a book called The Shadow of the Pope. which
he said was about religious liberty but which actually focused on the
history of anti-Catholicism in America.”

The year before Smith ran for president, George N. Shuster, who
was managing editor of Commonweal, published a book entitled The
Catholic Spirit in America. Here Shuster restated once again the position
Williams had built into his earlier book on the NCWC—and that Com-
monweal and virtually all American Catholic commentators maintained
in the twenties—namely, that a natural harmony existed between the
Catholic spirit and the American spirit.™ So perfect was the congruence
between religious principles and national values. Shuster argued. that
native-born converts to Catholicism “did not attain to the full stature of
their Americanism until they joined the Church.”"

Although Catholics might still have agreed with Shuster after the
1928 election, the eruption of virulent anti-Catholicism which impugned
their civic integrity was a severe shock to their morale. To a “bitterly
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resigned” nun teaching in a parochial school in Chicago, Al Smith’s
defeat meant that none of the boys in her classroom could aspire to be
president. Her telling them that stuck in the memory of a youngster
named John Cogley, who was later to serve as an editor of Commonweal
and who had a hand in writing John F. Kennedy’s most famous statement
on the church-state issue, his speech before the Houston Ministerial
Association. Even after Kennedy's election, Cogley recalled his teacher’s
remark as the occasion of his “first doubts about the power of prayer,
and the power of the American idea as well.”™

Summarizing the years from World War | to 1928, we should note
first that the terms Americanism and Americanization were widely used
by, or in reference to, Catholics. But the context of usage and the con-
notations of the terms had shifted since the 1890s. Then Catholics were
talking largely among themselves about Americanism and Americani-
zation, while their fellow countrymen stood by as interested spectators.
The context was an intra-Catholic quarrel, and the terms had reference
to socio-religious policy or theological stance. In the 1920s, however, the
discussion engaged the whole national community and dealt with polit-
ical ideology and civic loyalty. At first, Catholics were merely one among
the parties to the discussion. But by the middle of the decade, they were
the object of discussion as well—it was their Americanism, or the lack
thereof, that was being talked about. In the first phase, Catholic self-
confidence and a sense of national belongingness that grew out of war-
time solidarity encouraged the NCWC to throw itselt into the work of
Americanization. By the end of the decade, Catholics had absorbed the
bitter lesson that their own Americanism was still in question.

The passing of the Americanization movement and the freighting
of Americanism with negative overtones contributed to the relative ab-
sence of these terms in Catholic discourse in the 1930s. But the economic
depression, the New Deal, and ominous international developments op-
erated more decisively to turn the attention of Catholics to concrete
economic and political issues. In these circumstances, the relevance of
“papal social teaching” to the American situation became the primary
context in which Catholics explored the relationship between their re-
ligious principles and their civic commitments. In general, Catholic lead-
ers strongly reaffirmed the consistency between their prescriptions for a
Christian social order on the one hand and true Americanism on the
other. But Catholics also disagreed among themselves about both terms
of this equation. For as David ]J. O'Brien concluded after a painstaking
survey of Catholic social thought in the 1930s, “Americanism, like Cath-
olic social doctrine, turned out to be a magician’s hat that produced
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prepackaged rabbits.”™ On the whole, however, the issues of the New
Deal era did not lend themselves very readily to discussion under the
categories of “Americanism” or “Americanization.” The shifting dy-
namics were vividly illustrated in the case of John A. Lapp. The former
director of the NCWC’s Americanization program found himself dealing
in the 1930s with such matters as “Christian Principles Applied to the
Building Trades.™

As we have seen in other contexts, World War 11 proved once again
to be a major watershed in terminological usage. After the war “Amer-
icanism” and “Americanization” really came into their own as key con-
cepts, but they reentered Catholic discourse by an unusual route—
through historiography. That is, Americanism and Americanization re-
gained their currency as a result of historical scholarship devoted to the
controversies of the late nineteenth century and were primarily associated
with the issues that pitted Archbishop Ireland and his friends against
the conservatives of that era. But the underlying issue to which the terms
referred—how the Catholic church should accommodate itself to Amer-
ican society—still existed in the mid twentieth century; hence the re-
covery of the terminology of Americanism had definite ideological im-
plications. The stages through which the semantic development in
question proceeded can be laid out roughly as follows: the basic historical
recovery of Americanism extends from World War 11 to the late 1950s;
then, after a relative lull, a new wave of scholarship from the late 1960s
to the present has drawn out the ideological implications of Americanism
in much sharper fashion.

A striking feature of the first wave of scholarship on Americanism
was that it came after four decades of near total historical silence on the
controversies of the nineties. Theodore Maynard, who devoted a chapter
to “The American Heresy” in his popular Story of American Catholicism
(1941), observed that few Catholics had ever heard of such a thing and
those who tried to find out more would quickly run into a dead end.”!
All that was soon to change. 1943 saw the appearance of Daniel F. Reilly’s
important monograph on the “school controversy.” and of Thomas T.
McAvoy's article “Americanism and Frontier Catholicism,” the first of
the publications that were to make McAvoy the leading authority on
Americanism as such. The July 1945 issue of the Catholic Historical
Review carried two articles on Americanism, one by McAvoy, the other
by the Paulist historian Vincent F. Holden. Six months later the same
journal ran the first of a two-part series by John J. Meng on the German
“nationality question”; soon thereafter Meng’'s more comprehensive lec-
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tures on the Americanist era appeared in the publication of the U.S.
Catholic Historical Society of New York. "™

Between 1946 and 1958 Americanism completely dominated the
relatively small world of American Catholic historical scholarship. Besides
articles and unpublished dissertations, more than a dozen books dealt
with one aspect or another of the controversial era. Included among these
works were John Tracy Ellis's magisterial biography of Cardinal Gibbons;
biographies of two other leading Amerizanizers (Archbishop Ireland and
Bishop John J. Keane); the memoirs of the Abbé Felix Klein, the only
surviving participant in the controversies; McAvoy's Great Crisis in
American Catholic History, which became the standard account; and
Robert D. Cross’s Emergence of Liberal Catholicism in America, the
appearance of which a few months after McAvoy's book marked the
climax of the first wave of Americanist historiography.™

Cross's work, originally written as a Harvard dissertation, likewise
showed that interest in Americanism had expanded beyond “the Catholic
ghetto.” Further evidence of the same kind could be noted in Will Her-
berg’s Protestant-Catholic-Jew (1955), which drew heavily on the work
of Ellis, McAvoy, and other Catholic historians. Among Catholic com-
mentators. the writings of Walter Ong and Daniel Callahan indicated
that the new historiographical understanding of Americanism had be-
come a common resource of the Catholic intellectual community.*

The question that immediately suggests itself about this first wave
of Americanist scholarship is why it gushed forth so abundantly after
almost a half-century of neglect. Obviously, the generational factor played
a role. Except for Klein, the participants in (and historians who could
remember) the quarrels of the nineties had passed from the scene, and
partisan feeling had subsided. Matters that Peter Guilday, the leading
Catholic historian of the interwar years, considered too hot to handle
could now be taken up.” Nor should we overlook the concidence of the
generational shift with the great postwar expansion of graduate educa-
tion; hence many more workers were entering the field of American
Catholic history as the new historiographical focus emerged.

But why did this focus prove so attractive to these younger scholars?
The main reason, | believe, was that Americanism seemed strikingly
relevant—that is, attractive as a historical subject to a generation of
Catholics who were very self-conscious about their own Americanism.
Positively, they were affected like everyone else by the upsurge of dem-
ocratic fervor set off by World War Il and especially by the enthusiasm
it engendered for “pluralism™ and “tolerance for diversity.” Negatively,
they had to deal with the criticism of Paul Blanshard and other secular
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liberals who charged the church with being un-American. In these cir-
cumstances, Catholic intellectuals, including historians, could hardly
avoid thinking about how the church should relate to the national cul-
ture.”™

Most of them supported the broadly liberal policy line that deprecated
“separatism,” exhorted Catholics to “break out of the ghetto.” and en-
couraged them to plunge boldly into the mainstream of American life."
The congruence between this policy and the views of the Americanists
of the 1890s was obvious, and it is no accident that Archbishop Ireland
and his friends were the heroes of the new outpouring of historical schol-
arship. Whether these historians consciously realized it—much less in-
tended it—their work implicitly supported midcentury Catholic liberal-
ism by supplving it with a historical precedent. Indeed, it could be
plausibly asserted that the historical recovery of Americanism plaved a
significant role in mediating the rapprochement between American Ca-
tholicism and modernity which was to take more explicit form in the
1960s.

Not that this first wave of Americanist historians wanted to nudge
the church toward a more liberal theological position. Consideration of
three points will demonstrate that this was definitely not their intention.

First, none of the writings mentioned above made any effort to defend
the opinions specified in Testem Benevolentiae as erroneous. On the
contrary, these opinions were usually referred to as “heresies.” Ironically,
the only writer to stress the point that Leo XII1 had not actually designated
them as heretical was the very conservative theologian Joseph Clifford
Fenton, and he strongly insisted that they were errors deserving of re-
probation. McAvoy was among those who used the term heresy more
loosely than Fenton approved; but even when he was being more caretul
about terminology, McAvoy was willing to concede that the positions
actually held by the Americanists had heretical potentialities. ™

Secondly, the historians of the first wave, including McAvoy, de-
fended the orthodoxy of the Americanists by denying that they actually
held the opinions censured in Testem. They often pointed out in this
connection that the Americanists were not theologians but active church-
men concerned with practical matters of socio-ecclesiastical policy and
therefore not sensitive to the remote doctrinal implications of stands they
may have taken on this or that concrete issue. In what became known
as its “phantom heresy” form, this interpretation held that the heterodox
positions condemned by the pope were wrongly imputed to the Ameri-
canists by their ultraconservative critics in France who misunderstood,
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or deliberately distorted, the real views of Hecker, Ireland, and the other
Americanists.”

The third point supplies even stronger evidence that these historians
had no desire to make theological liberals out of their subjects. The issue
here concerns the relation of Americanism to Modernism, the “synthesis
of all heresies” condemned by Pope Pius X in 1907. Given their general
adherence to the phantom heresy interpretation, the Americanist his-
torians naturally dismissed the reality of a connection. But they had to
address the issue explicitly because European Catholic commentators
assumed that Americanism was the “practical preface” to Modernism.
In 1952, McAvoy documented the degree to which this view had become
the conventional wisdom in Europe and argued that it was an oversim-
plification based on inadequate knowledge—a deficiency his Great Crisis
was designed to correct. And in reviewing McAvoy's book, John Tracy
Ellis stressed the point that it should disabuse the Europeans of their
erroneous views on the relation of Americanism and Modernism.* Thus,
only a few years before the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) put the
whole issue in a new light, the leading figures in the historical recovery
of Americanism strove to distinguish it from theological liberalism,

Although essayists and popularizers noted that Vatican 11 vindicated
the irenic and progressive policies advocated by the Americanists, little
new scholarship on the subject appeared while the council was going
on and immediately thereafter. The most important new work published
during this historiographic lull was James Hennesey's study of the Amer-
ican bishops at the First Council of the Vatican, which took place in
1869-70, well before the Americanist controversies began."' While it did
not deal with Americanism as such, Hennesey’s book (and later essays)
had a direct bearing on that topic because he argued that the historical
experience of American Catholics had a theological dimension in that it
set them thinking in ways different from European Catholics about re-
ligious liberty and other matters fraught with theological implications.
Hennesey was the first American Catholic historian to endow his subject
with this kind of theological significance. His innovation complemented
the new “historical mindedness” of Catholic theologians and constituted
a response from history’s side of the disciplinary fence to a much more
pronounced opening toward history from theology’s side.

The relaxation of disciplinary boundaries had asymmetrical results—
historians became only marginally more venturesome in theology, but
beginning around 1970, a whole cohort of recently trained specialists in
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religious studies devoted themselves to historico-theological analysis of
Americanism. All this took place under the aegis of the liberalization of
Catholic thinking sparked by Vatican 1I, which legitimized a new way
of looking at church/world relations and generally loosened up the
church’s doctrinal stance. Historians too were soon aftected by “postcon-
ciliar mentality,” and their defensiveness about the orthodoxy of the
Americanists abated markedly. By contrast to the historians of the pre-
vious epoch, a significant proportion of the new cohort of Americanist
scholars did indeed want to move the church toward a more liberal
theological posture and approached their study of the past with that mind-
set.

The post-1970 scholarship is too voluminous to survey in detail, but
we should note the general categories into which it falls and cite some
illustrative titles. Biographies and other studies of the major figures in
the Americanist era constitute one important class. These have added
much nuance to our understanding of the period, and some are frankly
revisionist in approach. "

Other writers have dealt with one or another aspect of Americanism
or treated it as part of a larger study. Examples of the former would be
Thomas Wangler’s studies of the formation of the Americanist faction
and the propagandistic techniques it employed; of the latter, Gerald Fo-
garty's treatment of Americanism as an episode in his book on relations
between the American bishops and the Vatican.” And of course recent
general works on American Catholic history by James Hennesey, Jay
Dolan, and David O'Brien all discuss Americanism.*!

Deserving of separate mention are works devoted to Isaac Hecker,
So severely was Hecker's reputation for orthodoxy damaged in the Amer-
icanist controversy that biographers steered shy of his later life until after
Vatican II. Since 1977, however, at least ten doctoral dissertations on
Hecker have been completed, several of which focus directly on his
relationship to Americanism. This new work has begun to find its way
into print; some of Hecker's own writings have been reprinted, and a
new biography is nearing completion.”

Another area of new scholarship, and one closely related to our
interest in Americanism, deals with Modernism. Indeed, the recovery
and reassessment of Modernism is one of the most striking historio-
graphic results of the new mentality legitimized by Vatican 11. Modernism
in Europe is the main focus of interest, even among American scholars.
But to the extent it existed in the United States, Modernism has been
brought out of the shadows where earlier Catholic historians were quite
content to leave it.""
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That is not the only way the new historiography of Americanism
differs from the old. But before looking into the Modernist issue more
closely, let us inquire about two other points of comparison between old
and new.

First, are the Americanists still the heroes? Does the new historiog-
raphy endorse their ideological orientation as strongly as the older works
did? In general. yes—but not without qualification. For though the Amer-
icanists are still clearly preferred to their more conservative opponents,
Archbishop Ireland and company have been chided for their hyperna-
tionalism, their lack of sensitivity to immigrant cultures, and their un-
critical acceptance of American society. And as more has come to light
about their manipulative tactics in controversy, the Americanists have
lost some of the luster deriving from their ideological liberalism.

Second, do the more recent writers agree with their predecessors
that Americanism was a “phantom heresy”? In general, no—but once
again distinctions are in order. Among the relatively few scholars who
have addressed the issue directly, a rough consensus exists to this effect:
1) the position espoused by Hecker and the Americanists did have the-
ological content, especially with respect to its ecclesiological and theol-
ogy-of-history implications; and 2) some of the opinions condemned in
Testem Benevolentiae were in fact actually held in this country, at least
by Hecker and by Bishop John Lancaster Spalding.’” Those who take
this position clearly disagree with the “phantom heresy” interpretation,
which, it will be recalled, held that the Americanists didn't really hold
the opinions the pope condemned as Americanism. But, according to the
new view, these opinions ought not be considered heretical; rather, they
should be seen as legitimate theological options wrongly rejected by
churchmen animated by political motives and constrained by an outdated
theology.

Turning now to the question of Modernism—specifically to whether
a connection existed between Americanism and Modernism—we have
a 180-degree shitt between the old and the new Americanist scholarship.
Where the older generation of scholars strove to deny a connection, the
more recent writers are strongly disposed to affirm a connection.” Since
relatively little new historical evidence bearing on the question has been
brought to light, we can safely conclude that this reversal of judgment
derives from a more basic change in theological perspective. In other
words, historians are now more receptive to the idea of a linkage because
Modernism itself is seen more sympathetically.

To sum up the comparison of old and new Americanist scholarship,
we might say that what the former interpreted as social or procedural
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liberalism the latter tends to interpret as theological liberalism. That sums
it up for scholarship on the Americanist period as such. But there is also
a new Americanist interpretation much broader in scope. That is, the
same shift in outlook—one that gives “Americanism™ a sharper ideolog-
ical accentuation—is discernible across a broader spectrum of Catholic
historical studies. And quite recently this historically generalized “Amer-
icanist” outlook has been raised to an even higher level of abstraction by
writers who deal not with history but with theology or religious studies.
This two-stage expansion ol Americanism, as we might call it, can at
present only be glimpsed in its broad outlines.

In historical studies, it is most clearly discernible in work devoted
to early American Catholicism. Here recent scholarship stresses the in-
fluence of Enlightenment ideas on the nuclear group of Anglo-American
Catholics, especially John Carroll, the new nation’s first Catholic bishop.
Patrick Carey's revisionist work on “lay trusteeism” treats sympathetically
the trustees’ argument that “republican” principles should be applied to
church government in the United States. Other manifestations of auroral
liberalism noted approvingly are the cultivation of good relations with
non-Catholics, frequent expressions of attachment to American institu-
tions, a desire on Carroll’s part to hold Roman authorities at arm’s length,
and his interest in using the vernacular (rather than Latin) in worship.
Jay Dolan goes fturthest in speaking of Carroll’'s “republican blueprint.”
but other authorities agree that an early version of the liberal American
spirit set the tone in the age of John Carroll."

Jay Dolan was also the first to apply the new Americanist perspective
in a comprehensive survey of the whole of U.S. Catholic history. The
interpretive stance adopted in his American Catholic Experience (1985)
is quite self-consciously that of post—Vatican II liberalism. The author’s
disappointment over Carroll’s retreat from an early (largely preepiscopal )
liberalism is obvious, as is his distaste for the “devotional Catholicism”
that swamped the more restrained spirituality of the Anglo-American
nucleus. Dolan interprets Americanism and Modernism as successive
phases of a progressive development that reached its belated culmination
in the Second Vatican Council and the changes it legitimized. He adopts
as his own the “new spirit” of postconciliar American Catholicism and
concludes that “the twenty-first century belongs to it.™

Dolan’s historically comprehensive liberalism figures in the next
phase of the story, namely, Americanism’s being raised to a new level of
abstraction by theologians or specialists in religious studies. The issue
here is how Americanism, as recovered and generalized from systematic
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reflection on the historical past, is to be appropriated and applied in the
here and now.

The person who has done this most explicitly is Dennis P. McCann,
a layman who teaches religious studies at DePaul University in Chicago.
His New Experiment in Democracy (1987) uses as a springboard the
American bishops’ recent pastoral letter on the economy. McCann argues
that the notion of “justice as participation,” which the pastoral espoused
in the economic realm, must also be applied to the Catholic church’s
internal constitution and mode of operation. He links this thesis to Amer-
icanism in his first chapter, which is entitled “The Return of the Re-
pressed: Owning Up to the Americanist Heresy.” Besides the American-
ists of the 1890s, McCann refers approvingly to John Carroll's supposed
“republican blueprint,” and he credits a group of early nineteenth-cen-
tury lay trustees with “brilliant insight” into the theological implications
of the American revolution.”

McCann’s book outdoes the Americanists of the past in erecting
Americanism into a consciously held principle that is to be understood
as normative in religious affairs. But his liberal version of Americanism
is not the only ideological variant available. George Weigel, Michael
Novak, and Richard John Neuhaus would all agree that Catholicism and
Americanism are compatible and should be more purposefully integrated;
but as neoconservatives they differ sharply from McCann in the way they
understand both elements in the equation.” David O'Brien and the “evan-
gelical” Catholics whose stance he has recently identified are critical of
Americanism from the left; while Joseph Varacalli and Michael Schwartz
call attention to its dangers from the traditionalist, or “restorationist,” end
of the ideological spectrum.™ Although it is not yet clear how fully these
divergent positions will be developed, we are surely justified in saying
that a “new Americanism” has emerged which may well set off a new
cycle of liberal-conservative controversies among American Catholics.™

What does this review of usage over almost a century and a half
suggest by way of conclusions about Catholic Americanism and Amer-
icanization? Without pretending to say the final word, it seems to me
that the historical record warrants several observations.

First, by way of summary, we note that the salience of the terms
has varied over time. They emerged in the 1850s; reached their apex of
visibility and importance in the 1890s; reappeared briefly in a very dif-
ferent context in the 1920s; and then made a strong comeback by way
of historiography after World War 11.
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Historically, it is clear that the terms have been used in reference
to both ethnic and ideological issues. By ethnic is meant issues directly
related to the cultural assimilation of Catholic immigrants; by ideological,
those relating to the Catholic church as a corporate entity and how (or
whether) it should adjust its policies and practices to American circum-
stances. Though they are closely interrelated, the relative importance of
these two kinds of issue has changed over time, the former becoming
less central, the latter more so. A quick review of the periods of salience
listed above will help to clarity this very general statement.

When the terms emerged in the 1850s, Americanization referred
primarily to the cultural assimilation of Irish Catholic immigrants. But
the linkage between the ethnic and the ideological is illustrated by the
fact that Brownson's concern over the former prompted him to distin-
guish “Catholic tradition” from “the traditions of Catholics™ and carried
him along to a broader kind of theoretical liberalism. In the classic Amer-
icanist period at the end of the century, ethnic and ideological issues
were intertangled throughout. However, the same dynamic is observable
here as well—the so-called nationality controversy came early in the
period; lingering ethnic bitterness accentuated later disputes over mat-
ters of a more clearly ideological nature (such as the school question);
and the whole conflict finally came into focus over a highly abstract form
of Americanism that was defined as theologically aberrant.

By the 1920s, ethnic issues were ostensibly central in that Catholics
spoke of Americanization only in connection with programs designed to
help immigrants assimilate. Yet this usage was very limited in scope,
being confined to a bureaucratically inspired program that was quite
marginal to Catholic life in general. By comparison with the 1880s and
1890s, questions related to the assimilation of immigrants were of neg-
ligible importance from the viewpoint of national Catholic leaders. Nor
did these leaders think they had a problem ideologically. On the contrary,
they exulted in the fundamental harmony that existed between Catholic
and American principles. Hence there was no need for programmatic
adjustments or new emphases in teaching such as those suggested by
Americanists such as Hecker and Ireland.

The anti-Catholicism that culminated in Al Smith’s defeat demon-
strated that non-Catholics had very different ideas about the relationship
of Catholicism and Americanism. Catholics remained staunchly con-
vinced of their own Americanism, but after World War II a growing
number of their publicists and intellectuals strove to articulate a Catholic
liberalism that would be true to the church’s doctrinal teaching, yet at
the same time be critical of rigid and outdated practices and more pos-
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itively oriented toward American “pluralism.” In these circumstances,
the Americanism that was restored to Catholic discourse by historians
inevitably took on a more decidedly ideological cast. At first the kind of
liberalism implicitly endorsed by the historical recovery of Americanism
was strictly social and procedural. But after the upheaval set off by Vatican
I1, Americanism was broadened out to cover shifts in what had hitherto
been regarded as established doctrinal teaching as well.

Although quite recessive, the ethnic dimension was not altogether
lacking in the earlier phase of post—World War I1 Americanism since its
adherents also espoused a participationist version of pluralism that de-
precated “separatism,” ethnic or otherwise, and urged Catholics to plunge
into “the mainstream of American life.” But this latent assimilationism
could not survive the transvaluation of values associated with the revival
of ethnicity in which Catholics such as Andrew Greeley and Michael
Novak played very prominent roles.” The result is that Catholic propo-
nents of ideological Americanism would no doubt reject the imputation
that their position implies the Americanization of immigrants.

The prominence that these terms have long had in Catholic discourse
makes the anomaly just mentioned especially obvious, but the feeling
that true Americanism somehow rules out expecting immigrants to be-
come Americanized is not peculiar to Catholics. It is, rather, an example
of the conceptual muddle into which Americans have so often been led
by the genuine complexities of intergroup relations and the ambiguities
of the language we must use in discussing them.

Catholics figure in the overall context of American diversity as the
oldest and largest element of the population set apart from the whole by
religion. True, religion and ethnicity are closely interwoven. They are,
however, distinguishable—especially so in the case of Catholics, whose
religion certainly cannot be said to lack definiteness either as a social
institution or as a body of beliefs and practices. Because this religion can
and does serve as a locus of loyalty and source of motivation, both for
individuals and for larger collectivities, the tendency of modern schol-
arship to deprecate the importance, or even the reality, of religion as an
independent variable is seriously misplaced in the case of American Cath-
olics. To be understood in themselves and with respect to their role in
American society, Catholics must be studied as a group defined by re-
ligious belief as well as—indeed, much more than—by ethnic identity,

What has this contention to do with the foregoing survey of linguistic
usage? Simply this. The survey shows that for Catholics, Americanism
and Americanization mean more than the cultural assimilation of im-
migrants.” They also point toward beliefs about and disagreements over
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what it means to be a Catholic and what it means to be an American.
In a word, the prominence of these terms in their discourse testifies to
the historic—and continuing—exigency for American Catholics of what
H. Richard Niebuhr called the problem of “Christ and culture.”™” Amer-
icanism and Americanization are the terms Catholics use when they
grapple with perennial questions about how church should relate to
world, religion to society, faith to life. The degree to which the terms
have been and remain “contested” shows that for American Catholics
both of the elements in these polarities make legitimate claims and that
neither is to be subsumed into the other. For as long as they remain
steadfast in their resolve to do justice to both of these dimensions of
reality, Catholics will remain a distinctive element in the kaleidoscope
of American diversity.
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