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Since the United States has received recurring waves of mass immigration, a per
sistent theme of American history has been that of the incorporation of the for
eign born into the body politic and social fabric of the country. The dominant
interpretation both in American historiography and nationalist ideology had been
one of rapid and easy assimilation. Various theories which predicted this out
come, i.e., Anglo-coriformity and the Melting Pot, shaped the underlying
assumptions of several generations of historians and social scientists.

Historical studies in the United States over the past two decades have called
these assumptions into question. Scholars have increasingly emphasized the
determined resistance with which immigrants often opposed Americanization
and their strenuous efforts at language and cultural maintenance. They no longer
portray immigrants as moving in a straight-line manner from old-world cultures
to becoming Americans. At the same time recent studies agree that the immi
grants' "traditional" cultures did not remain unchanged. Rather immigration his
torians have become increasingly interested in the processes of cultural and social
change whereby immigrants ceased to be "foreigners" and yet did not become
"One Hundred Per Cent Americans." From immigrants they are said to have
become ethnic Americans of one kind or another.

Ethnicity has therefore become a key concept in the analysis of this process
of immigrant adaptation. Classical social theories as applied to the study of immi
grant populations as well as indigenous peoples had predicted the inevitable
aiimbling of "traditional" communities and cultures before the forces of mod
ernization.2 However, from the 1960s on, the rise of ethnic movements in the
United States and throughout the world have demonstrated an unexpected per
sistence and vitality of ethnicity as a source of group identity and solidarity.
These phenomena stimulated an enormous amount of research and writing on
the nature of ethnicity as a form of human collectivity.

Although there are many definitions of ethnicity, several have dominated
discussions of immigrant adaptation. One, stemming from the writings of anthro
pologists Clifford Geertz and Harold Isaacs, has emphasized its primordial charac
ter, originating in the "basic group identity" of human beings. In this view,
persons have an essential need for "belonging" which is satisfied by groups based
on shared ancestry and culture. For some commentators, like Michael Novak,
such primordial ethnicity continued to influence powerfully the descendants of
the immigrants even unto the third and fourth generations. Others, like sociologist
Herbert Gans, have dismissed the vestiges of immigrant cultures as "symbolic
ethnicity," doomed to fade away before the irresistible forces of assimilation.
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