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Revisiting the “The Melting Pot” Theory: Understanding Identity Re-composition and Retention Among American Citizens and Immigrants and the Implications For Peace and Security

Abstract

America is often thought to be a “melting pot” essentially because groups of immigrants with distinct identities become culturally and socially fused. This fusion produces a nation of new people and a new civilization, which strongly believes in capitalism, democracy, freedom and civic responsibility. What becomes important is, what an American believes in, and not where his ancestors came from. There is strong evidence to suggest that the process of assimilation has taken place in this country. But there is stronger evidence too that suggests that the assimilation process hasn’t completely obliterated the national characteristics of the nationalities that have immigrated to the United States.  Ethnic nationalities have continued to retain and reproduce their identities. These identities have often thrown up to the open, racial discrimination, violence, violation of citizens’ rights etc. This then draws attention to the inadequacy of the theory of the “melting pot” in describing the re-composition of identities in the United States. Why has the process of assimilation remained incomplete and how does this incompleteness in the assimilation process have any relationship with intolerant behavior towards the American State and its citizens as exemplified on September 11, 2001 within the U.S? Why has America and American citizens continued to be a target of terror attack around the world? How can this situation be turned around?

I
Introduction 

America is often thought to be a “melting pot” because identities have been transformed or recomposed through the process of acculturation or assimilation. Similarly, Americans are concerned about who they are and what they believe in, and not where their ancestors came from. This believe is rooted in the understanding that immigrants to the United States are more likely to be completely assimilated into the social, economic and political life of the country. We argue that though the process of acculturation has taken place, there is also strong evidence that do suggest that this acculturation process has not completely obliterated the national characteristics of the nationalities that have immigrated into the United States. This then draws attention to questions about the adequacy of the theory of the “melting pot” in describing citizenship in the United States.  Identities have been retained and reproduced in order to respond to the challenges of both political and economic developments in the United States. In times of crises, these identities are displayed in the form of racial profiling, discrimination and violence. This has implications for the renewal of democracy and the protection of citizenship rights. The important questions to be answered are: does the incompleteness in the assimilation process have any relationship with intolerant behavior of some citizens towards the American State and its people as exemplified on September 11, 2001? Why have America and its citizens continued to be targets of terror attack around the world? How can Americans turn this situation around?

The paper will be discussed in the next five sections. Section two examines the theory of the “melting pot” and provides evidences that buttress the claims that America has actually been a melting pot. The third section discusses cases that show that identities of immigrants have not been completely obliterated. The fourth section examines how differentiated identities gives rise to domestic conflicts and terrorism. It also discusses how radical /sectarian immigrants have used opportunities provided by the liberal regime of laws to unleashed terror on the American State and its citizens within the United States. The fifth section concludes the paper.

II
Identity Re-composition: Evidence supporting the “melting pot” theory 

The United States is often described as a nation of immigrants. This is because a large section of the population of Americans migrated from countries around the world to this country. Immigration has remained a significant cause of population growth in the States at least from 1900 though the process predates 1900.  Immigrants from Mexico, Central and South America, the Caribbean, and East Asia make up the majority of immigrants, with 69 percent of the foreign-born coming from these areas. For immigrants who arrived in the 1990s, these regions account for 71.2 percent of the foreign-born. (Affigne, 2000; Sierra et.al (2000)),  The Middle East provided 3.6 percent of the immigrants. Sub-Saharan Africa and Europe make up a relatively small portion of the immigrant population, accounting for only 17.1 percent of all immigrants and 13.8 percent of immigrants who arrived in the 1990s. 

Melting Pot theory describes the image of the United States as a society that transforms the cultures of immigrants from various countries into America. The phenomenon involves the process of acculturation and assimilation. Acculturation is a process by which continuous contact between two or more distinct societies leads to cultural change. This often takes place when the beliefs and customs of the groups merge almost equally and result in a single culture. In such situation, one society completely absorbs the cultural patterns of another through a process of selection and modification. (Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia, 199-2000) 

Similarly, assimilation is the process by which individuals or groups are dissolved into the dominant culture and society of another group. Immigrants in the United States acquire new customs and attitudes through contact and communication. The transfer of customs is done in a manner that each group of immigrants contributes some of its own cultural traits to the new society. Assimilation usually involves a gradual change and takes place in varying degrees; full assimilation occurs when new members of a society become indistinguishable from older members. (Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia, 199-2000)

Identity is used in this paper to describe a person’s sense of belonging to a group and influences the person’s political behaviour. It comprises a commitment to a cause; love and trust for a group, emotional tie to a group, and obligations and responsibilities relating to membership of a group with which a person identifies. (Erickson, 1968 in Jega, 2000) Identities provide a rallying point and principle of social action. The also informs and guides political behaviour. In the context of this discussion, identity recomposition is related to the individual’s decision, consciously or unconsciously to change his/her identity as a result of entry into a new socio-cultural society. Identity retention is used to describe a situation in which an individual voluntary and unconsciously does not relinquish traditional cultural values and modes of behaviour in a new society, which he/she currently resides. 

We argue that the factors that have led to the recomposition of identities in the United States include, the citizenship laws in the American Constitution, the socialisation processes and the marriage institution. The American Constitution has impacted fundamentally on the assimilation process because of its liberal attitude towards immigrants and the protection of the rights of all people whether native citizens or naturalised citizens. The notion of American citizenship has been developed and expanded for a long time through adjudication, legislation and the stress of political conflict. The Fourteenth Amendment of the American Constitution had two forms of citizenship, state citizenship and the United States citizenship. Both the state and the United State citizens were entitled to all privileges and immunities of citizens of the United States. The 14th Amendment and Article IV of that Constitution has the following provision regarding citizenship:

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. The citizens of each State shall be entitled to all privileges and immunities of citizens in the several states. No State shall make or enforce any law that shall abridge the privileges and immunities of citizens of the United States. (Young, 1967:251)

The Fifteenth Amendment expands the notion of citizenship by attempting to stamp out discrimination perpetrated on the basis of race and color. The amendment states that:

The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color or previous condition of servitude (Young, 1967:254)

The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments were elaborations of the Thirteenth. The subsequent legislations enacted by Congress and by state legislatures were designed to give more definite meaning to the ancient concept of citizenship. Citizenship was therefore broadened to include everyone born in the United States. The rights of citizenship were those included in the Constitution and particularly in the Bill of Rights. The Fifteenth Amendment made specific reference to “the right of citizens of the United States to vote”; and such legislation as the Civil Rights Acts (March 1, 1875) guarantee equal enjoyment of public accommodations to all persons. State regulation of voting was subject to certain national standards; everyone within the jurisdiction of a state was to receive equal treatment and “the right of citizens of the United States to vote” was not to be violated “on account of race color, or previous condition of servitude”. The privileges of citizenship were protected against violation by state action; and the state was further restrained from depriving any person of “life, liberty, property, or property, without due process of law” or denying anyone within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. (Young, 1967:255)

The American citizenship laws can therefore be summarized to include the following: First, to exercise the right to vote, hold public office, or serve on juries, a person must be an American citizen.  Second, under the constitution, all persons born in the United States and subject to its jurisdiction are citizens of the United States and of the District in which they reside. Third, under certain conditions, children born to American citizens while they are traveling or living outside the country are also citizens. Fourth, persons born in Puerto Rico, Guatemala and the U.S. Virgin Islands – all of which are part of the United States but are not states – are American citizens as well. Fifth, a person born in a foreign country may become an American citizen through the process of naturalization. Sixth, aliens who live in the United States are not compelled to become citizens, nor are they penalized for not doing so. Seventh, non-citizens living in the United States are to enjoy the same freedom of thought, speech and action accorded to natural-born American. They are however not entitled to vote. In some States they are required to obtain licenses to practice law or medicine. Eight, to be eligible for naturalization, a person must be at least 18 years of age. He or she must have entered the United States legally and must have been a resident of the country for at least five years, including at least six months in the state in which he or she applies for citizenship. Ninth, a candidate needing citizenship must make an application to the Immigration and Naturalization Service of the Department of Justice. It is required that two American citizens, known to be truthful, must support the application and swear that the applicant has fulfilled the residence requirements, is of good moral character, and will support the principles of the Constitution of the United States. Tenth, the candidate must take an oath of allegiance to the United States. A certificate of naturalization is then issued and the new citizen is then eligible to vote and take active part in the government. (United States Information Agency, n.d: 25) One prominent condition for political participation in U.S politics as a presidential candidate is that one has to be a “natural-born citizen” who has lived in the United States at least 14 years and who reached the age of 35.  (Grolier Encyclopedia, 2000:1; Camarota, 2001)

The next most important factor that has contributed to increasing assimilation and acculturation is the inter-racial marriages. It is reported that since 1960 the number of interracial couples in the United States has multiplied more than tenfold, 1.6 million, including marriages involving Hispanics. As at 1998, these inter-racial marriages accounted for about 4 percent of U.S. marriages, a share that is expected to grow in coming years and that is already offering powerful evidence that many Americans are jettisoning old prejudices and gradually blurring the racial boundaries that have long divided the nation. (Fletcher, 1998)
The rates of intermarriage among many minorities almost compete with those of second-generation immigrants. Intermarriage among the descendants of those early immigrants over time all but erased ethnic stereotypes that once defined white Americans. The 1990 census found that only one in five white couples share the same ethnic heritage. In 1998, it was also reported that almost one-third of U.S.-born Hispanics ages 25 to 34 are married to non-Hispanic whites. Furthermore, 36 percent of young Asian Pacific American men born in the United States marry white women, and 45 percent of U.S.-born Asian Pacific American women took white husbands. The vast majority of Native Americans also marry whites. (Fletcher, 1998; Camarota, 2001)
III
Identity Retention: Evidence against the Theory

There is strong evidence that challenge the long held view that the United States is melting pot. This is because the traditional identities of both traditional Americans and those of immigrants are being reactivated. These identities while in themselves are not problematic, becomes a problem when they are employed to engineer hatred against the American State or targeted groups in that society. 

 The available historical evidence that shows that the United States was not and is unlikely to be a melting pot, but a country that is made up of people with essentially distinct identities. These identities have resulted in segregation or what has been called “demographic balkanization” (Booth, 1998), economic/occupational differentiation, and the deliberate retention by new immigrants of their identities.

First, segregation has resulted from residential housing patterns, economic factors, personal choice, “white flight” from urban areas, and private, and often illegal, discrimination by home owners, real estate agents, and lending institutions. Immigrants continue to cluster into a handful of large, mostly coastal metropolitan areas: Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, Chicago, Miami, Washington, D.C., and Houston. Other areas include Atlanta, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Portland, Denver, Austin and Orlando, as well as smaller cities in Nevada, Idaho, Colorado and Washington. The domestic migrants – black and white – are being "pushed" out, at least in part, by competition with immigrants for jobs and neighborhoods, political clout and lifestyle.(Camarota, 2001) 

Ethnicity defines according to Booths, the neighborhoods where Americans live, the politicians and propositions they vote for, the cultures they immerse themselves in, the friends and spouses they have, the churches and schools they attend, and the way they view themselves. More worrisome, is that the Houses of worship remain, among the most segregated institutions in America, not just by race but also ethnicity. The same is the case in high schools where the second and third generation children of immigrants live together in cliques often defined by where their parents or grandparents were born. There are television sitcoms, talk shows and movies that are considered black or white, Latino or Asian. (Booth, 1998) The  implication of this development is according to Booth is:
 the emergence of separate Americas, one white and middle-aged, less urban and another intensely urban, young, multicultural and multiethnic. One America will care deeply about English as the official language and about preserving Social Security. The other will care about things like retaining affirmative action and bilingual education." Booth, 1998)

Americans are segregated at the workplace. In California, for example, it is reported that Mexican immigrants are employed overwhelmingly as gardeners and domestics, in apparel and furniture manufacturing, and as cooks. Koreans operate micro businesses. Filipinos are nurses and medical technicians. African Americans prefer work in government jobs, an important niche that is increasingly being challenged by Hispanics. Italian and Irish immigrants move up the economic ladder – to help newcomers or their children on their way to the jobs requiring advanced technical or professional skills that now dominate the upper echelons of the economy. Immigrants most often take over entire sectors of the labor market, creating wealth and providing services that are unavailable or too costly. Through this they make money for themselves and for the middlemen. They also compete, with the native-born Americans for advancement in the new post-industrial economy. (Booth, 1998)

At another level, the new immigrants specially the Hispanics or Mexicans who account for an increasing proportion of U.S. population growth, is more than any other,   redefining the melting pot. (Mike, 1999; Schmidt,  et.al, 2000)
It was reported by the Census Bureau projections in 1998 that the Hispanics had overtaken blacks as the largest minority group and will become the biggest minority in the country in the near future. (Hero, et.al 2000; Marquez, and Jennings, 2000) It is further reported that

In many places, new Hispanic immigrants have tended to cluster in "niche" occupations, live in segregated neighborhoods and worship in separate churches. In this behavior they are much like previous groups of immigrants. But their heavy concentrations in certain parts of the country, their relatively close proximity to their native lands and their sheer numbers give this wave of immigrants an unprecedented potential to change the way the melting pot traditionally has worked. (Booth, 1998)

IV
Identities in the United States and Domestic terrorism

Does this incompleteness in the assimilation process have any relationship with intolerant behavior of some citizens towards the American State and its people? We argue that the assimilation process hasn’t been complete and groups have retained their identities. These identities have also been politicized to the level that conflicts occur and terror is used in the process. Terrorism is the use of violence, or the threat of violence, to create a climate of fear in a given population. Terrorist violence targets ethnic or religious groups, governments, political parties, corporations, and media enterprises. Organizations that engage in acts of terror are almost always small in size and limited in resources compared to the populations and institutions they oppose. Through publicity and fear generated by their violence, they seek to magnify their influence and power to effect political change on either a local or an international scale. 
The United States has a rich pedigree of domestic terrorism.  Mastny, (2000) reports that throughout the Southern part of the United States, segregation had the support of the legal system and the police. Beyond the law, however, there was always the threat of terrorist violence against blacks that attempted to challenge or even question the established order. During Reconstruction, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), the Knights of the White Camellia, and other terrorist organizations murdered thousands of blacks and some whites in order to prevent them from voting and participating in public life. For example, in 1876 and 1877 mobs of whites, led by former Confederate generals, killed scores of blacks in South Carolina to prevent them from voting or holding office. (Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia, 1999-2000; Presley, 1996)
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, during the latter stages of the U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War, left-wing groups such as the Weather Underground bombed buildings on university campuses throughout the country and at corporation headquarters and government buildings in New York City. Between 1978 and 1995, a terrorist known as the Unabomber planted or mailed homemade bombs that killed 3 people and wounded 23 others in 16 separate incidents throughout the United States. The Unabomber, who claimed an allegiance with radical environmentalists and others opposed to the effects of industrialization and technology, targeted university professors, corporate executives, and computer merchants. In April 1995 a truck bomb exploded in front of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, killing 168 people and injuring more than 500, making it the deadliest terrorist attack in United States history. Federal agents arrested Timothy J. McVeigh and Terry L. Nichols who were identified with the “patriot movement,” a loose alliance of extremist groups advocating resistance to national laws and political institutions. In June 1997 McVeigh was found guilty of murder in connection with the bombing and sentenced to death. Later in the year Nichols was convicted of the less severe charges of manslaughter and conspiracy, and he was sentenced to life in prison in June 1998. (Mastny, 2000)
These terrorist actions are as a result of the following motives (1) religious convictions, (2) racial prejudice and supremacist goals, (3) anarchistic/anti-government/ politically motivated, or (4) in pursuit of unique special interests. The motivations for the formation and continued existence of extremist and terrorist groups can be directly related in many instances to ethnic, cultural, religious, and racial feelings of superiority. The targets of domestic terrorism during the period from 1982 through 1994 range from commercial establishments, military personnel and establishments state property, private residences, diplomatic establishments and educational institutions. (Presley, 1996)
Some of the active groups operating within the United States during the past decade according to McGuire (1990) include: African National Prison Organization (ANPO), an arm of the African Peoples Socialist Party. Animal Rights, principally against use of animals for any purpose beyond their natural existence. Armed Resistance Group (ARG), also known as Revolutionary Fighting Group, Red Guerrilla Faction. This group has been characterized in 1988 as "tired and aging revolutionaries." Greenpeace, principally environmental and they use extremists in their operations. Ku Klux Klan (KKK), reorganized and relocated several arms of its group in 1989. Macheteros are basically Puerto Rican nationalists. RAMBOC (Restore a More Benevolent Order Coalition). This group targets and actively pursues the US assets and people of foreign groups with terrorist links, such as the PLO, SWAPO, ANC, etc. Rolling Thunder also known as American Foundation for Accountability whose  primary focus is to draw attention to the Prisoners Of War issue from Vietnam War. Satanic Cult are associated with attempted bombing of churches and kidnapping, and animal sacrifices, tombstone vandalism, and miscellaneous actions. Skinheads (SKA) are groups consist of both racist and anti-racist factions. SS Action Group are basically anti-Semitic. (McGuire, 1990 quoted in Presley, 1996))

Hostility to the support of the United States for Israel have led to numerous acts of terrorism against American citizens by Palestinian radicals or their sympathizers in the Middle East and Africa. In 1983 attacks by Shiite Moslem suicide bombers on the U.S. embassy in Beirut, Lebanon, and on the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut killed nearly 300 people, most of whom were Americans. In 1988 a bomb destroyed Pan American Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing all 259 people on board, including 189 United States citizens. In 1991 the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency charged two Libyan terrorists with the crime. In 1996 a truck bomb exploded outside an apartment building housing U.S. military personnel in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, killing 19 American servicemen.

On August 7,1998, the U.S embassy in the east African country of Kenya was bombed which led to the death of 207 Kenyans, 12 U.S citizens and left more than 4,000 injured. (Presley, 1996; Chido 2001))
A recent brand of international terrorism has been the shift of the terrorist battleground from locations around the world into the United States itself. One of the most spectacular terrorist episodes in U.S. history was the bombing of the World Trade Center in New York City in 1993 by Islamic radicals. This incident aroused anxiety about the threat posed by foreign residents from nations hostile to the United States. Six people died in the blast, which caused an estimated $600 million in property and other economic damage. Trials that followed convicted six people of carrying out the attack. (Vojtech Mastny, 2000) The September 11, 2001 is another classic example of this shift in the battle ground to the United States. Immigrants of Arab extractions in the United States were used in unleashing this terrible terror.
V
Conclusion

We have tired to evaluate the theory, which suggest that America is a “melting pot”, a situation where immigrant groups with distinct identities become culturally and socially fused thereby resulting in the creation of new people and a new civilization. This civilization is based on capitalism, democracy, freedom and civic responsibility. In the discussion, we suggest that the process of assimilation has taken place in this country. However, we also showed that the assimilation process hasn’t completely obliterated the national characteristics of the nationalities that have immigrated to the United States.  On the contrary, ethnic nationalities have continued to retain and reproduce their identities. The incompleteness of the assimilation process has triggered violent intolerant behaviors against the American State and its citizens around the World. We argue that racist and religious prejudices existing alongside economic problems, produces identities that are mobilized for violent purposes. In addition, the differential support given by the American Government to groups involved in conflicts around the World, have attracted for them enemies around the world. In exercising her hegemony in the World, she matches on toes, and the reaction to this has been devastating. For America and her citizens to witness peace and security at home and around the World, we suggest that she should:

1. promote full democracy that will guarantee equality and the elimination of racist prejudices amongst citizens and immigrants.

2. pay increasing attention to the welfare needs of her population.

3. remove potential areas of racial conflicts at home.

4. reduce overt and covert support of groups involve in conflicts at home and around the world

5. reduce unilateral interventions in world affairs, and collaborate with other nations in pursuing peaceful solutions to world security. America should not be seen as imposters of their own will on others.

6. as America exercises her  global hegemony, she should build bridges with former cold-war enemies and those she recently classified as  belonging to the “axes of evil”.

7. handled with tact issues related to Islam around the world. 
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