| MM GRATI ON CELEBRATI ON:
I S THE EXPERI ENCE STI LL RELEVANT?
By Richard Bernstein

The speeches have been delivered now and the covering cloths pulled off the
gl eam ng copper WAll of Renenmbrance, but as Ellis Island formally opened to the public
yesterday (9/10/90), a question about the nmeaning of it all hung in the air.

It was this: Wiat exactly, in 1990, a year of considerable racial antagoni smand
a growi ng ethnic assertiveness, is Ellis Island a nmenorial to?

The speeches, by the likes of Vice President Quayle and Lee A. lacocca of
Chrysler, tended to equate the forner immigration reception center near the Statue of
Liberty with the Arerican experience itself. Ellis Island, they said, was the place
where millions of ordinary people did an extraordinary thing: They started new |ives
in a new place, and in so doing, they forged anew identity, the American one.

But given today's ethnic frictions and the country's present tendency toward a
de facto separatism it can be asked: Is the new nuseum a nmonunent to an Anerica of
the past, or even an inmmginary Arerica - a kind of WIliansburg of New York Harbor? O
does the synbolismof Ellis Island, its status as a point of entry not just to a
country but to a new identity, still hold its force even in these days of ethnic
assertiveness?

These are conplicated questions with no clear answer during these days of
remenbrance, reflection and no small neasure of sentinentality.

Conmon ldentity Questioned

But if a sinple answer is possible, it would probably be sonething |ike this:
Since Ellis Island closed, we have become a far nore diverse and het erogeneous society
than we ever were before, so nuch so that the very idea of a common identity seens at
tines threatened. In this sense, the opening of the Ellis Island Museum just now rings
with a certain dissonance. And yet, even in the prevailing mod of intense ethnic
consci ousness, the historic immgration to these shores continues, and nany people are
becom ng Anericans in much the same fashion as previ ous waves of inmgrants.

What was Ellis Island anyway?

Anong the proudest parts of the newy restored island is a | ong copper wall on
whi ch sone 200, 000 nanmes of former immigrants - from Agnes Abrahanson to Ferra Zyzi ak
- are inscribed. Passage through Ellis Island was not required for inclusion on the
wal | ; all that was needed was a donation in the immgrant's nanme. Still, the wall is
in one sense a physical synbol of the nelting pot, with its vast m xture of national
origins, its English, Swedish, Polish, Jewi sh, Italian, G eek and other names. But
bl ack Americans or Asian-Anmericans visiting the wall would probably find few names
directly relevant to them



Eur opean, Wite |Inmgration

The wall is evidence that Ellis Island bel onged to a specific time in Arerican
history. It was the tine of the huge influx of European, white inmigrants that took
place in the first half of this century. And it was a tine when the new arrivals
accepted as a matter of course the need to adapt to a culture and a | anguage that was
not their own, to take on a new identity as part of achieving the Anerican dream

James P. Shenton, a professor of history at Col unbia University, has pointed out
that this willingness reflected the narrowness of the nelting pot concept. Not only
were Asians and bl acks | argely excluded then, but there was al so plenty of prejudice
agai nst Sout hern and Eastern Europeans, the feeling being that they would not nelt in
very wel .

Aneri canness was defined basically as a nore rugged versi on of western European,
particularly British, culture, and that definition was |largely accepted by the new
i mmi grants.

To be sure, in private life many of the inm grants renumi ned "beyond the nelting
pot" - as such scholars of Anerican ethnicity as Nathan d azer and Daniel Patrick
Moyni han wrote | ong ago. They kept their custons, they often married anmong each ot her,
they marched in their parades. Still, the Ellis Island immigrants did not contest the
i dea that a new national identity woul d supercede the private identity. They
implicitly accepted what the 18th century Frenchman, Hector St. John de Crevecoeur -
witing in English, not in French - called "The Anmerican, this new nman."

Hostility to Melting Pot

By contrast, the late 1980s and the early 1990s are clearly a tine when the
nati onal mood is in many ways hostile to the nelting pot concept. The stress these
days is not on Crevecoeur's shedding of "ancient prejudices and manners," but on the
search for roots, the ethnic reaffirmation.

The at nosphere is full of ethnic antagonism wth crinme and its punishnent in
particul ar beconmi ng an arena of racial enmity - as has happened several tines recently
in New York with incidents in Bensonhurst, Howard Beach and Central Park. The raci al
ant agoni sns are not new, but they bring a new elenent with them an often aggressive
ethnic self-assertiveness, a desire not to nmelt into the whole but to see the whole as
a patchwork of irreconcilably separate groups.

A goal of the civil rights moverment of the 1960s, to erase differences, has
given way to a tendency noticeable anbng the nore militant nmenbers of minority groups
to stand apart fromthe formerly oppressive white majority, to assert their cultural
and ethnic differences.

Various groups are pressing for things like bilingual education, not, as was
originally intended, to help foreign children | earn English, but to maintain their
native | anguages and cultures. Across the country, there are ever nore ethnic studies
prograns, nore demands that history texts be re-witten, nore protests urging the
hiring of mnority faculty menbers. At the universities, demands for what is being
called "multi-culturalism" and a concept that the "white Angl o- Saxon culture" has
mai nt ai ned a ki nd of "hegenony" over other cultures.

Most fundanentally, there is the sense in sonme quarters that there is no such
thing as an American identity or alternatively, that the Anerican identity is just
anot her nanme for the white Angl o-Saxon identity; beyond that, there is a separate
African-Anerican identity, or a Hispanic identity, or an Asian-American identity.

The question now seens to be how the new assertiveness - it has been called a
"new tribalisnl by some commentators - will mix with another unm stakabl e current
phenonenon, nanely the continued arrival of huge nunbers of inmmgrants.

Today in New York there are probably nore foreign-born residents than there were
in the 1930s. The city has something |like 60 foreign-|language newspapers. Across the
country in Los Angeles, nmore than half the children in the public school systemare
Hi spanic. Nearly 30 percent of the incomi ng freshnen in the vast University of
California systemare Asians. A new immigration | aw being consi dered by Congress now
woul d al | ow 750, 000 people into the country each year. (Editor's note: The Inm gration
Bill passed on August 27th placed the nunbers at 700,000 annually through 1994 with a
supposed drop to 675,000 thereafter.)

Rapid Upward Mbility

There are worries that the stress on "multi-culturalisnm will erode the
"transformative" qualities of Anerica and create, instead of unity out of diversity, a
new Tower of Babel (to paraphrase historian Arthur M Schlesinger, Jr.). |If that
happens, Ellis Island wll certainly be a nenorial to an America that no | onger
exi sts.

Yet, there is plenty of evidence that nany of the new arrivals are taking
advant age of America's opportunities in nuch the same way that their predecessors did.

In this sense, the dreamremains what it was for those who cane to Ellis |sland
- to be free and to get rich. Realizing the dream has never been easy, not for the
Ellis Islanders and not for the immgrants coming today. Yet plenty are realizing it,
and that is a sign, despite the fading of the nmelting pot ideal, that the history
comenorated at the new | mmigrati on Miseumis still being nade today.

(M. Bernstein's columm appeared in THE NEW YORK TI MES on Septenber 11, 1990 and is
reprinted here with perm ssion.)



