Precis





Archdeacon, Thomas J. Becoming American: An Ethnic History. New York: The Free Press, A Division of Macmillan, Inc., 1983.  247 pp., bibliography.





Author: Thomas Archdeacon earned his Ph.D. in History from Columbia University and presently teaches in the history department at the University of Wisconsin, Madison.  He has a strong interest in quantitative analysis as applied to historical research.  For Archdeacon, epistemology is enhanced by statistical methodologies, and this, I believe leads to his neo-positivist, quantitative line of interpretation.





Nature and Scope:  Although Becoming American may be construed as a historical monograph of immigration in the United States, its coverage from 1607 to the 1980Õs is extensive and reads more like an in-depth, narrative history of people who immigrated to America.  In it, AmericaÕs Melting Pot, the movement toward restriction, and the shift from assimilation of immigrants to the acceptance of ÒunmeltableÓ ethnic groups are covered.





Thesis:  The major stages of immigration, those who crossed from Siberia to North America, Europeans and Africans in the 17th and 18th centuries, those who filled the country from East to West in the 19th and 20th centuries, and citizens from Asia and Latin America who have come since the 1960Õs and 1970Õs, occurred under drastically unique conditions.  The image of the United States as a refuge for immigrants must be shared by several other nations.  Variations of the immigrant experience among members of the same group can be so extreme that generalizations are problematic at best.  In addition, reactions of the ÒnativeÓ Americans have numerous motivations and manifestations.  Finally Archdeacon examines to what degree these ethnic groups have actually been assimilated by the American melting pot, and for which groups has this occurred to a lesser extent.





Historical Observations:  Archdeacon attempts to answer the typical questions about immigrants, such as why did they come, how were they received, and which cultural practices have survived in the New World.  He admits however, that complicated problems of definition, measurement, and judgment make this seemingly simple task far from straightforward.  In this regard, Archdeacon is practicing aestheticism; consequently, he sets the rules and definitions, and allows the reader to determine whether he has followed them well, or not.  Throughout the work, he includes statistical charts and countless numerical facts, figures, and percentages to support each of his claims.  He is most definitely after a closer approximation of the truth. He uses a comparative method to determine how groups of people have fared.  This is accomplished by measuring ethnic, racial, and religious groups against one another, rather than to an arbitrary, fake, or misleading standards.  In the most significant break from the past is his contention that the second great wave of immigration from southern and eastern Europe at the turn of the century was much less an actual physical reality than it has been suggested to be.  Repatriation to countries of origin and the absence of diffusion throughout the country are the main factors to support his claim, which he does convincingly.





Main Ideas:  Immigration to North America from the 17th to 20th centuries was not an experience unique to the United States alone.  Other countries of the Western Hemisphere have undergone similar transformations.  Although many historians have given the subject rather vague treatment, categorized by similarities in the waves of immigrants and occurring during certain temporal periods, Archdeacon refrains from making convenient generalities.  He sees the phenomenon without beginning or end, discernible only by a careful statistical analysis of those who have come.  In the 20th century, the resurgence of ethnic pride in the 1960Õs begun by Native Americans, Blacks, and Chicanos was no passing fancy as all Americans looked back to ancestors for identification and have displayed ethnic pride by celebrating cultural distinctiveness.





Major Subjects:  Becoming AmericanÕs eight chapters do not attempt a simple chronological approach to the immigration question, but instead evolve around themes whose time periods encompass many years and whose scope is broad.  Chapters 1 and 2 cover nearly 300 years of immigration since the Jamestown beginnings in 1607.  Extensive detail distinguishes between the various Western European groups and where they settled upon arrival.  Canadian and Mexican immigration and emigration are included.  More traditional topics of confrontation and accommodation are covered in Chapters 3 and 4 such as the Protestant-Catholic rift and the successful assimilation of 19th century immigrants.  Chapters 5 and 6 include the new immigration and the country’s more towards restrictionist policy.  Finally, Chapters 7 and 8 confront the very difficult subject of the resurgence of ethnic pride and the countryÕs eventual abandonment of the melting pot.  Perhaps easier to quantify, Archdeacon proposes a Triple Melting Pot where Catholic, Protestants, and Jews live together in mutual respect.





Auxiliary Features:  Although the book contains no footnotes or endnotes, Archdeacon has included a bibliographic essay which reveals his sources on a chapter by chapter basis.  These sources are comprised of official federal government census reports and secondary sources.  An index is also included.





Critical Analysis:  Becoming American is one of the most statistically emphasized histories I have ever read.  ArchdeaconÕs historical objectivity is promoted by his extensive use of numerical data, even though at times, the tremendous incorporation of numbers and statistics into the text can be cumbersome to the reader.  Even without footnotes, the scholarly quality of the work is not compromised.  The depth of analysis is significant, especially of the early European immigration of the 17th and 18th centuries.  The British immigration comprised only 60% of the initial Anglo immigration.  Often, historians who write on the era might have you believe this figure to be much higher, merely by the omission of reference to the coloniesÕ ethnic diversity.


