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At the threshold of the 21st century, more than ever, American identity is unsettled. As the U.S. enters the new century, it finds itself with a more diverse population than ever in about 230 years of history as an independent nation. Among the major reasons for the fluidity of American identity is that the U.S. is profoundly changing. Few changes in the society over the past half century have been more important than those affecting American families. In the next century, America will be reshaped by the radically increasing diversity of  its society. This reality is one of the plate tectonics of the national life, for it will affect the social bonds, the family structures, the geography of where people live, and therefore national identity politics.

America’s immigration policy is at the origin of many of these shifts. America has welcomed more immigrants than any other country in the world. The first measure aiming at controlling immigration did not intervene until the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which prevented Chinese from settling in America. In 1917, the Literacy Test (aimed at checking if immigrants could read) was passed in spite of President Wilson’s veto.  In the mid-1920s, the U.S. adopted highly restrictive immigration laws. The Quota Laws of 1921, 1922 and 1924 were elaborated to favour old immigration; for each nation, immigration was finally limited to 2% of the number of residents from each nation as shown in the census of 1890. During the 40 years that these laws remained in effect, the percentage of foreign-born Americans fell steadily, hitting a historical low of under 5%. Starting in 1965, however, the Quota Laws were modified; immigration  changed radically, with many more immigrants being admitted, the bulk of them coming from Latin America and Asia. The results of this modification are visible. White ethnicity has been seriously declining since the 1960s when large-scale European immigration started to belong to the past. Communal forms of white ethnic identity has been eroded by miscegenation and heterogeneous social interactions following the success of the civil rights movements.
 The percentage of foreign-born Americans has doubled from its low in the mid-1960s. According to the 2000 census
, an estimated 12% of U.S. population were of Hispanic origin
 . The Hispanic population increased by 10 million over the decade. The number of Whites rose by 17.5 million, the number of Blacks or African-Americans increased by 5 million, that of American Indians, Eskimos and Aleuts by 400,000 and that of Asians and Pacific Islanders by 4 million. According to population projections, Hispanics are expected to become the nation’s largest minority group as early as the year 2005 and to triple in population by the middle of the century to 98 million. In 1997, for the first time ever, the number of Hispanic children surpassed the number of African-American children. Another rapidly growing group is the Asian and Pacific Islander population which is expected to more than triple in size to 38 million by 2050.
 Its share of the total population could rise to about 9%. Under this scenario, the White non-Hispanic population would see its share of the total population decline to 53% and keep on declining, the African-American population would only increase slightly from about 13% now to 15% then. The major shift then is that together the minorities will come to outnumber the White majority by rising to over 50% of the total population. A dominance that has been true since colonial times will come to an end. In the meantime, the White majority is dwindling and in key states, it is becoming a minority. According to the 2000 census, more than one third, about 40% of the population of New York City is foreign-born.

What do we mean therefore by American identity? The new diversity in the States shows that the term identity can be a rather elusive and amorphous term. We all have multiple positions in terms of constructing our identities, for there is no such thing as having one identity or of there being one essential identity that defines who we actually are. An essentialist perspective of identity maintains that there is a ‘true’, ‘authentic’, unchanging set of characteristics that can be attributed to individuals. It implies that there is something intrinsically ‘American’, ‘Japanese’ or ‘African’ that transcends history and is inherent to the person. American perspective of identity is non-essentialist in the sense that it defines a third-generation Japanese or African woman living in America, who is unable to speak the language of her forbears as American. What is it in fact that determines her identity as Japanese? Biological genes and essence cannot define her identity in the face of her personal and subjective sense of self as American. As Trinh T. Minh-ha puts it, “I is therefore not a unified subject, a fixed identity, or that solid mass covered with layers of superficialities one has gradually to peel off before one can see its true face.”
 Indeed, identities operate through social and material conditions; they are relational and contingent rather than static and permanently fixed. There is an endless process in which the different layers described by Minh-ha interchange. 

Historicizing the formation of American identity, Lucius Outlaw Jr indicates :

The near-daunting challenges to nation-building posed by national and racial pluralism gave rise to different traditions of efforts seeking resolution, traditions that have been as informing of this nation’s history and political culture as has what generations of statespersons and intellectuals, as well as ordinary citizens, have endorsed and promoted as the “American creed”: namely, what it means to be an “American”, American identity, is only defined ideologically or politically, that is, by adherence to certain principles that apply to all persons equally, without regard to race, nationality or ethnicity, gender or sexuality, language, or religion. Howvever, such a creed was definitive of citizenship for certain white and property-owning males. Given the presence and challenges of Indians and Africans, other terms of definition were required in order to denote, characterize, valorize, and order distinctions of race and nationality, and thereby order and normalize the terms of citizenship, anf thus facilitate the ordering and social management of the peoples who could, and those who could not, be citizens.

Outlaw adds:

Equally important, as laws and norms prohibiting ‘miscegenation’ made evident, there was also a deeply felt and honored need to protect and maintain biological, as well as cultural, distinctiveness that were quickly being made decisive aspects of the identities of the descendants of Europeans-becoming-Americans, identities that, in important ways, continued Old World national identities and their cultures contributing to the formation of new American identities that found their unity and superiority in the raciality of whiteness.”

According to Gregory Jay
, dominant American culture defines the person as essentially private and thus lacking a cultural identity, for a cultural identity would be a restraint on individual freedom, a straitjacket of convention, a prescription of inauthenticity. Jay indicates that it is no surprise therefore that many of his students consider having no cultural identity, some of them proudly announcing that they are “just Americans” and others describing themselves as “merely normal”. Perception of the self as “American” and “normal” implies comparison to others whom his (mostly white) students identity as having a cultural identity, meaning different languages and beliefs. Cornel West
 goes further as he suggests that identity is therefore a matter of life and death, for people who construct their identities and desires often do it in such a way that they are willing to die for it. West describes a dialectical interplay between desire and death, between the quest for existential meaning and material resources. It has to do with death because it is about the body, land and labor, the instruments of production and therefore the distribution of resources. So the matrices of identity are inevitably political, for the instruments of production and the material resources have to do with interests, opposition, antagonism and are constantly in interplay with broad social structures and desire.

Identity is a means of self-representation, autonomous signification, cultural (and therefore social and political) practice. The construction of identity has to do with desire for recognition, association, what Edward Said used to call affiliation, and since as West describes it as a matter of life and death, it is also constructed for protection over time, in space and under circumstances that individual subjects do not always control. “Identity is at the end, not the beginning, of the paradigm... Once you’ve got identification, you can decide which identities are working this week”, according to Stuart Hall. Hall explains that “the process of identification [is that] of feeling yourself through the contingent, antagonistic, and conflicting sentiments of which human beings are made up. Identification means that you are called in a certain way, interpolated in a certain way: ‘you, this time, in this space, for this purpose, by this barricade with these folks.’ That’s what is at stake in political struggle.”

In the context of the new diversity in the States, the political struggle is that both economic and cultural capital is now contested terrain and is being increasingly dispersed among a number of  ethnic, racial, and gender identities, and even among linguistic groups. There is no more what Mary Louise Pratt defines as “a narrowly specific cultural capital that will be the normative referent for everyone, but will remain the property of a small and powerful caste that is linguistically and ethnically unified.”
 The new diversity has heated the debate on canon formation. It is clear that if the school is the vehicle of transmission for something like a national culture, school culture will not unify the nation culturally. Gregory Jay
 boldly questions the prospects of American literary studies. He poses the question of the purpose and scope of the pursuit of the study and teaching of a distinctly American literature. Jay advocates the opening of the borders of American literary and cultural analysis.

The new diversity has made identity, difference, and language itself political issues, more than ever before. The supremacy and “normalizing” character of the white male identity, what Howard Winant calls “white transparency”
, that used to define Americanness (as described by Outlaw and Jay) is going to suffer erosion as nonwhites and women acquire increasing access to economic and cultural capital and integrate mainstream institutions such as the school and Congress. The new diversity shows the flexibility and fragility of all identities, especially racial ones, and that identity remains a highly political construct, with instabilities inherent to both minorities and the majority. As it is clear today there is ample evidence that some Republican candidates in major states such as California, Texas and Florida are rethinking and transforming political strategies that have alienated ethnic minority voters from their party.

To conclude, the danger in this American changing ethnic distribution is that fissures among competing ethnic groups could intensify. The new diversity may not necessarily lead to other forms of divisiveness, yet the challenge will remain to elaborate strategies that cut across identity politics, cut across race, gender and class by building transracial political alliances in the crucial issues concerning the nation, It is about articulating a politics of national purpose so that differences in an increasingly changing society become mutually enriching. This will imply the attempt to imagine a more inclusive and more egalitarian democracy, to envision indeed a radical democratic politics. It is not an easy task, but the leaders of the nation in the next century will not be able to overlook them./.
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