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The ethnic Group Node! cf American Race Relations

Introduction

A great deal of the literature of social science and social pundits dealing 

with U.S. race relations casts them in the framework of relations between distinct 

ethnic groups. This focus results from a persistent attempt to read the experi

ence of nineteenth-century Europe and European iircnigrants into the history of U.S. 
race relations between blacks and whites.1

dut this mistaken notion does not enjoy its persistence through oversight. 

Rather, it is esentially the reflection, in sociological perspectives on race re

lations, of the dominant (but increasingly challenged, by critics and by its own 

failings) neo-classically liberal view of the American social order. In economics, 

neo-classical liberalism has produced Keynesianism and its variants. In politics, 

it supports theories of pluralism and the elite/mass concept of democracy, and, in 

the sociological approach to race relations, it fosters assimilationism and vari

ations on this theme, the most notable being cultural pluralism.^

This last field is the focal point of this essay, and a summary comment on 

just how the assimilation process is supposed to work, according to its proponents, 

is in order. Talcott Parsons maintains that “the process of inclusion" is similar 

to the supply and demand process of economics."' The inclusion (this is Parsons1 

word for assimilation) process acts hierarchically and temporally through three 

levels: the civil or legal as lowest; the political as intermediate; and, the 

social as highest. The speed of the ethnic group in gaining each level is de

termined by the demands for inclusion, both from within and outside of the group, 

and by the supply of positions (“slots," as Parsons calls them) in the receiving 

society. Inclusion (assimilation) is complete when the ethnic group has entered 

all three levels. At bottom, the entire process rests on the social consensus, 

i.e., "The ultimate social grounding of the demand for inclusion lies in commit

ment to the values [the social consensus] which legitimize it.

Assimilation, so conceived, is fundamentally dependent on the command of 

resources, financial, political, and social.5 And,' it is not accidental that 

those who occupy the commanding heights of the American resources structure are 

most concerned to define assimilation in their own interests.5 These interests 

most often coincide with a social philosophy which enshrines gradualism and an
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ethical viewpoint based on liberal individualism. But the statements on race re

lations which this liberal view supports tend to misunderstand or ignore the 

collective features of these situations, to slight or deny the existence of insti

tutional racism, and to picture the culture of racial subordinates as pathological.. 

These statements will be treated, for analytic purposes, as exemplifying the 

ethnic group model.

We shall argue, in essence, that this model of U.S. race relations does 

not comprehend the significance of the patterns of separate, ethnic group inter

action which it uncovers and glorifies. This interaction can most realistically 

be seen as a subordination process based on socially-significant phenotypical 

distinctions, and not as an all-inclusive assimilation process. Further, insti

tutional racism (i.e., the ubiquitous process of assigning systematically unequal 

inputs and outcomes to racial subordinates in all spheres of social life), is a 

central expression of this subordination and is almost universally ignored or be- 

litted by proponents of this model: instead, the subject of cultural pathology is 

used to avoid any serious critical examination of the structural aspects ofi
American capitalist democracy and its effects on the groups which interact. And 

this avoidance is itself a product of the model's adherence to liberal social 

theory in its presentation of fundamental concepts such as power, interest, con

sensus, and economic relations. Only a oreak with liberal theory is likely to 

enable us to develop a theoretical perspective mo^e in line with the realities of 

the subordination process.

In the critical discussion which follows, the ethnic group model will be 

judged according to its treatment of the six basic concepts in our evaluative 

framework: group definition, power, conflict, exclusion, exploitation, and his

torical situation. The first concept locates both the social position and mode of 

consciousness of the group(s) under study. The second measures the actual and la

tent ability to affect social outcomes, while the third directs attention to the 

base for (economic, political, and especially cultural) disputes, as well as the 

nature (disjunctive or homeostatic) of disputes. The fourth concept investigates 

social and (physical) distance, its positive and negative effects, and patterned 

unequal relations (i.e., institutional racism). The fifth concept weighs the type 

and degree of systemic inequality present within a given political economy as it 

may affect race relations, and the last concept anchors the specific content of
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all the others as it provides the basis for prediction (especially as regards 
policy).

Central Propositions of the Model

I here is much variety in the writings of the adherents of this model^ but, 

at least five central propositions appear with enough regularity to allow one to 
see tendencies toward these interpretations.

First, there is the assumption that society is divided into separate groups, 

varying in size and strength, each possessing a cultural tradition, a set of pri

mary contact institutions, and a history peculiar to it. The group may or may not 

be defined by socially significant phenotypic characteristics.8

Second, these groups interact in a society in which the most powerful so

cial force is that of assimilation: a sort of “escalator assimilation1* is at work 

carrying original immigrant groups from their entry-level lowly status to posi
tions of security and influence several generations later.8

Third, this assimilation itself is predicated on a social equilibrium 

maintained by value consensus, a normative framework to which all members of the 

social order subscribe and whose existence is said to explain the fact that con

flict occurs only on the basis of the social distribution of valued attributes,

and not over the very question of the attributes and the organization of society
l o

iteself.

Fourth, a pluralist dispersed power model of social, economic and es

pecially political power is used to expound on the manner in which conflict does 

occur. The chief vehicle of analysis is the interest group, and typically, the 

ethnic group is equated v/ith the interest group.

And fifth, those social factors which are held to operate outside the 

sphere of ethnicity itself, such as education, income level, patterns of consump

tion, and occupational status, but which are admitted to influence the course of 

the assimilation of the ethnic group, are usually brought into the analysis of the 

school via a stratificational assessment cf social classes.

Sub-groups of the Model

The above five propositions sketch a general foundation for the ethnic 

group model. Moreover, the works examined in this chapter can be arranged into 

sub-groups of the model, each of which tends to stress one or more of the central 

propositions while implicitly subscribing to those which remain.



Three sub-groups may be outlined: the quantitative, the political, and the 

assimilationist/pluralist, this last being fundamentally a summation and extension 

of the first two. The first examines or collects statistical and empirical data 

which reveal some portion of the experience of selected ethnic groups, this sub

group centers its analysis on variables (such as residential patterns, educational 

attainment, etc.) in the assimilation process which reveal stratified inequality 

(the fifth proposition). The second sub-group makes arguments about the routes to 

political empowerment which ethnic groups traditionally have or have not followed; 

its writing is guided by neo-classical liberal political theory (the fourth pro

position). The third sub-group is most concerned to address the ethical, social, 

and cultural aspects of race relations ("ethnic group relations") from an assimi- 

lationist or pluralist point of view; its work tends to emphasize ethnic history, 

uni inear assimilation, and the consensual nature of American society (i.e., the 
first, second, and third propositions).

The Qualitative Sub-group

The first sub-group to be examined, as pointed out, deals in quantitative 

analysis of the ethnic experience. Aspects of this experience which, as assimi

lation variables, are most commonly studied include income patterns, nubility rates, 

residential dispersion or segregation, social distance attitudes, political partici

pation, the effects of social stratification, and the like.

Two of these variables, residential patterns and the effects of social 

stratification, will be singled out for attention. The first confronts the prob

lem of exclusion while the second approaches the nature of the American social 

order itself. But, in neither case do the authors' efforts produce satisfactory 
discussions.

In what follows, it should be made clear that the selected statements are 

not being scrutinized methodologically, as concerns their empirical techniques and 

procedures. Rather, the critique offered is intended to reveal the serious errors 

and shortcomings in the normative and conceptual frameworks used to direct this 

kind of research. We turn to the subject of residential segregation.

The problem of exclusion as a barrier to the residential dispersion and 

assimilation of Black folk is discussed by Karl and Alma Taeuber.^ In this 

article, they are particularly concerned to scrutinize the validity of comparisons 

between che socio-economic advance of European immigrants and their descendants,
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and those of Afro-Americans.

For their purposes, assimilation is taken to mean the net intergenerational 

changes in socio-economic and residential status such that substantial gains are 

registered on various socio-economic attributes (c.g., years of schooling as 

measured by percent high school graduates, income, etc.) and on a measure of 

residential segregation. As assimilation increases, it should be reflected by 

gains in socio-economic status and a concomitant decline in residential segrega

tion, i.e., a breaking-up of i:ethnic colonies" and an increase in “residential
■ „12dispersion.

The authors find chat, although various white ethnic groups studied have 

made significant gains in the attributes studied and their residential segregation 

indices have dropped, Black people continue to suffer an extremely high residen
tial segregation index even though they have posted the necessary socio-economic 

gains (principally in education, white collar job-holding, and home ownership) to
1 o

be expected according to the traditional pactern of assimilation.

This finding creates considerable doubt about the utility of Black-white 

analogies based on the experience of European immigrants since, explicitly citing 

Hyrdal's work, the Taeubers argue that, historically, the improvement of the eth

nic group's socio-economic status has always been accompanied oy its decreasing
14residential segregation. Further, neither the rate of Black population increase 

nor the level of black acculturation to city life show promising routes toward an 

explanation of continuing black exclusion. In fact, it can even be shown, the 

authors argue, that other “newer" immigrant groups, principally from Latin Ameri

can countries (specifically, Mexico and Puerto Rico), though not making socio

economic gains as quickly, are, however, not subject to the same rigid 

segregation.16

Finally, in an attempt to sort out the influence of socio-economic status 

factors and racial factors as causes of Black residential searegation, the Taeubers 

employ the indirect standardization of census data for income by community area in 

the city of Chicago as an example. A comparison between expected frequencies and 

obtained frequencies of residential locations of whites and Black people by in

come distribution, when contrasted with actual indices of residential segregation, 

leads the authors to conclude that income differentials can account for only a 

small part of the actual reported indices for 1950 and 1950. Add to this,
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the authors argue, the fact that Black people are '‘apparently" blocked out of 

competition for housing for which they economically qualify and it becomes clear 

that some other factor must be cited in their continuing, high residential 
exclusion.^

But the Tauebers, aside from denying the validity of the immigrant analogy,
do not offer any insight as to what this other factor could be;, they are content

to rest their criticism on the sparseness of the known data regarding assimilation 
18processes. That consistently wide quantitative differences in the residential 

segregation indices of Black people vis-a-vis whites as compared with whites vis- 

a-vis other whites could translate as an important qualitative difference between 

these two situations never occurs to them. Like many authors of this school, 

they refuse to broach the subject of institutionalized racism though, here, their 

own data confirm its existence. They prefer, instead, a middle course: to admit 

the uniqueness of the Black predicament whereby Black people make some socio

economic advances but are still subjected to extreme residential exclusion unlike 

European immigrant groups, but also, simultaneously, to avoid or close off any 

discussion of those structural considerations which under a racist, capitalist 
social system demand the existence of that exclusion.

While the Taeubers entertained a rather narrov; statistical discussion of 

residential segregation, the next statement broadens its statistical presentation 

to include several other facets of the assimilation process as reflected in social 

stratification. But, the liberal assimilationist presuppositions of the school 

impose themselves so that fundamental social and cultural realities, e.a., the 

preferential treatment accorded European ancestry groups in this country, and the 

concomitant devaluation of Third World peoples and cultures, are obscured or 
distorted.

•In an article written for the United States Government (Office of Education] 

and based on Census data, many of the primary characteristics of this school are 

visible, especially the role of stratification.^ The Duncans hold that the pro

cess of social stratification is propelled by certain "distributive processes" 

which differentially affect the social position of the various groups in society, 

said groups being defined by 'ascribed characteristics," or attributes.20 The 

authors propose to examine Census data in order to determine the effect of nation

al origin (i.e., ethnicity) on vertical mobility as measured by educational
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attainment and job status.

Armed with statistical techniques such as partial regression analysis, the

authors construct intergenerational comparisons for thirteen ethnic groups. They

conclude that a "melting pot" phenomenon is observable, since the amount of variance

between groups due to national origin in attainment of formal schooling has declined 
21

from 11% to 3%. They do admit, however, that membership in certain groups can 

constitute either a plus or a minus. And similarly, the Duncans find that occupa

tional achievement variance between the groups due to national origin narrowed
22from 4% to 1%, with the same caveat.

In the end, the authors proclaim: "[t]he notion of equal opportunity ir-

respective of national origin is a near reality...." Such a proclamation is

possible, in part, only because the authors consistently seek to minimize the role

of discrimination in ethnic group attainment and mobility. Witness:

Membership in a particular national-origin group 
can rather clearly constitute a substantial 'handi
cap' or 'bonus' in the stratification process, 
although the relative numbers of individuals 
holding such membership may be too small for the 
nationality factor to make a major contribution to 
variation in the total population.24

And:

loosely speaking, the indirect effect of the 
nationality factor [i.e., membership in a 
particular ethnic group] on occupational success 
reflects inequalities in the distribution of edu
cation above and beyond those based on social 
origin. The direct effect reflects inequali
ties in the distribution of job opportunities 
above and beyond those based on formal educa- 
tional qualifications and social origin. A 
national-origin group can suffer discrimination 
or enjoy preferential treatment in either 
distributive process [emphasis added].25

This peroration, especially in its last part, conjures up the image of a great 

roulette game-in-the-sky by which "national-origin groups" fatalistically discover 

whether or not their particular nationality will be a hindrance or a help in meet

ing the additional obstacles ("inequalities") to favorable life chances put there, 

together with the judgement on the desirability of their ethnicity, by something un

known and unexplained.

This inability to explain comes across very clearly in this passage:
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Whatever mechanism one wishes to adduce as causa
tive, there can be little doubt that a 'melting 
pot' phenomenon obtains in America.... [emphasis 
added].26

In fact, astounding as it may seem, the Duncans are at a loss as to how to explain

the apparent preference for the most well-known ethnic group in this country:

Among the national-origin groups separately 
identified here, there occurs but one instance 
of distinctly preferential position with re
spect to competition for jobs. The group is a 
rough approximation to the Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants.... There is no evidence that they 
are over-achievers in the American school 
system, but their occupational success is 
greater than that of other Americans with 

J similar social origin and educational 
qualification [emphasis added].27

Indeed, the obfuscation that the Duncans construct in this article is a con

sequence of minimizing any discussion of discrimination (i.e., exclusion), and of 

completely denying, in the specious fashion of academic pundits, the existence of 

institutional racism. This last point is clearly illustrated here:

Let us suppose that the process of stratification 
operates in an identical fashion for men in the so- 
called majority and in the several minorities, i.e., 
that the respective net effects of head's educa
tion and occupation and the number of siblings 
on educational achievement are constant over 
national-origin groups.28

Writing in a period of U.S. history which experienced the greatest degree of 

urban upheaval, dissent, and turmoil that was racially-based, the Duncans attempt 

to deny its reality. Their belated, brief admission that the Black Experience 

causes them to wonder about the evenhandedness of distributive processes does 

little to buttress the house-of-cards they build in the article with academic code

words and numbers which hide more than they reveal.29

Their central failing is that they cling to an outmoded liberal position 

that time and events have simply left behind. The persistence of depression-level 

rates of Black unemployment, the devaluation and distortion of Black culture and 

society, the waxing and waning but ever present tension associated with race re

lations, and the reluctant involvement of government in remedial legislation all 

convincingly reject the "melting-pot" idea which is at the core of the Duncans' 

theoretical assumptions about social stratification. Handicapped and yet made to



feel cheerful by this notion, they completely fail to come to grips with white ra

cism, its history and contemporary pervasiveness in American society, and its pos
sible causes. k t - -J

In sum, the Duncans' article must be judged a piece of liberal, scholarly 

jactitation in which the need to vindicate "the system" by presenting a celebratory 

view of stratification and its implied end, assimilation, outweighs the need to 

confront reality. It is a fine piece of self-deception, an exercise in "abstracted 
empiricism."

The Political Sub-group . s

The second discernible tendency in the broad outlines of the ethnic group 

model has as its typical theme politics, specifically the routes to political em

powerment that ethnic groups use. There is some disagreement over the question of 

exclusion. Its importance, as institutional racism, is alternately accepted or re

jected as regards the political process, but what unites these statements is their 

coherence with established liberal political axioms. However, within this liberal 

purview, there is also disagreement as to how the ethnic group should proceed: tra

ditional approaches tend to stress cooperation with established political parties 

and sanctioned orderly political styles; non-traditional approaches are usually hos

tile to the two-party system and more likely to endorse political styles which are 

not sanctioned and are not necessarily orderly. An example of the traditional 
approach follows. : • .i

A case study of Black political involvement in Los Angeles seems to conform

to all the adages about ethnic groups "making it" in society by closing ranks. ^
Traditional routes to political empowerment for ethnic groups stress bloc-voting,

political machines, and nepotism. The ethnic group, it is argued, sticks together

because of its common national origin and culture, plays by the rules of the game,

and finally, perhaps after a generation or two, achieves political power for it- 
33

selr. The political system into which the ethnic groups enter is not monopolized 

by one group, and is open to fluid combinations of interest and capable of being in

fluenced by a wide array of resources, not necessarily or primarily economic in 

nature; the system into which they enter, to quote Robert Dahl, is one in which

Nearly every group has enough potential in
fluence to mitigate harsh injustice to its 
members, though not necessarily enough in
fluence to attain a full measure of justice.
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The system thus tends to be self-corrective, at 
least in a limited fashion. If equality and 
justice are rarely attained, harsh and per
sistent oppression is almost always avoided.
To this extent, the system attains one of the 
important ends of political equality without 
the means. It is, in a word, a pluralistic 
system.34

But this optimistic view of the political system usually overlooks the fact 

that the cities, traditional bases for earlier ethnic political machines, have en

tered into a period of decline. Suburbanization, declining tax bases, increasing 

subjection to external financial and juridicial authority (usually federal), and 

the imbalance between small-capital and corporate-capital sectors of the national 

economy, have all drastically lessened the ability of cities to serve this tra

ditional function. Thus, the proposed traditional route to empowerment simply
35does not reckon with changed, unfavorable circumstances.

Patterson, however, states that "American minorities" (i.e., ethnic groups) 

have long sought recognition in a number of different ways, "political recognition" 

being chief among them. This political recognition, in turn, may be secured 

through traditional means such as tokenism, patronage and bloc-voting or the more 

direct routes of referendum, initiative, and recall. Often, as happened in the 

case under review, an ad hoc group of citizens must coalesce in order to express a 

specific community interest, here, the election of one of its own number to 

municipal office.^

Since the politics of Los Angeles are "decentralized and pluralistic," the 

author implies that the group has a reasonable chance of seeing its demands met; 

and, after pointing to the hazards to Black political representation that gerry

mandering and large districts represent, this successful resolution is exactly what 
37he notes. Primarily responsible for this welcomed outcome, viz., the increase in

Black representation on the city council during 1961-63 from zero to three, are an
38initially unsuccessful recall drive and bloc-voting.

Thus, a traditional "avenue" to recognition, the electoral process, stands 

vindicated as obtaining for Black people in Los Angeles some measure of political 

empowerment. Patterson's analysis does not say how this successful process of se

curing representation relates to the more ominous and soul-dessicating processes 

which in two short years from the time of his study (1960 to 1963) would culminate 

in  one of the bloodiest, explosive Black rebellions of the 60s, i.e., Watts,
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August 19G5. Mor is he helpful in explaining why, assuming the dispersed nature of 

power in Los Angeles politics as he does, the political outcomes of bloc-voting and 

other traditional political maneuvers have not had the same results for Afro-Ameri

can as for the European groups who employed them earlier. Finally, the author fails 

to take into account the quality of the representation newly-secured, since the 

pursuit of old policies and practices by new “ethnic" faces only serves to perpetu
ate under new guise the deleterious effects of the past.

Other writers in this sub-group of the ethnic group model are not unwilling 

to explore non-traditional routes to political empowerment. In fact, several Black 

authors of note have pursued an ethnic group analysis of U.S. race relations even 

though they have often been concerned to present their formulations in striking, 

unconventional ways. That they do so is most likely attributable to their inability 

to dismiss the legacy of exclusion, subordination, and relative powerlessness which 

have been the general hallmarks of the Black Experience in the political arena.^ 

However, the recognition of these contradictory phenomena does not push these 

writers to abandon liberal political theory, especially its assumptions about 
interest group action.

Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton make arguments and take positions
AO

that are not often encountered in the writings of this school. Their rejection 

of assimilation or "integration" is not typical. Nor is their examination of the 

political, economic, and cultural oppression to which Black people are subjected.

And their defense of Black culture and history, and the right of Black people to 

self-definition and self-determination marks a qualitative distinction between them 

and the vast majority of those who write in this tradition. Further, an even more 

important qualitative distinction between the work of Carmichael and Hamilton and 

that of the ethnic group school is their insistent focus on a subject generally 

neglected, minimized or denied by practitioners of ethnic group analysis, namely, 
institutional racism.

The authors staunchly advocate the need for independent Black power bases 

and support this contention by debunking the myths of alliance-building and pro

viding illustrative case studies containing the appropriate l e s s o n s . B u t ,  their 

ultimate formula for the achievement of those power bases reduces to one of the

oldest canards of ethnic group analysts: "...[bjefore a group can enter the open
. ~ 4 9

society, it must first close ranks" [emphasis in the original].
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In fact, in formulating the ideological terrain that the new political con

cept of "Black Power" must stake out, the authors never move beyond bourgeois, 

liberal political theory. The group (i.e., Black people) must close ranks so that 
it can achieve "a bargaining position of strength in a pluralistic society" 

[emphasis added]. This is so because the American political system rests on an 

ethnic basis; further, quoting Hans Morgenthau, the authors aver that it is a 

system in which political power may be defined as "...the psychological control 

over the minds of men...," a definition which entirely overlooks structural sources 

of power. Though institutional racism is deemed a form of "colonialism," and its 

creation and maintenance tied to "a combination of oppressive forces and special 

interests in the white community," when the project for self-determination is 

depicted its chief enemy is considered to be the white middle class, with no 

thought given to the white working class or the white ruling class. And, as for 

coalitions with white liberals, poor whites, or organized labor, though the authors 

initially see a mono!ithic. white-populace united in its racism, they eventually, in 

a self-contradicting manner, adopt the standard of self-interest resting on the 

assumption of human inertia combatted only by the inescapable necessity to avoid

loss and secure gain; the standard of human potentiality and spontaneity remains 
43unarticulated. ° Thus, by their equation of "Black Power" with group power in the 

sense that it was traditionally held by previous European immigrant groups, by 

their definition of enlightened self-interest based on rational calculation as 

being at the heart of desirable coalitions, and by their contradictory acceptance 

of the pluralistic nature of the American political order, the authors' liberal 
political assumptions may be confirmed/'^

The conclusions must be that their search for new forms of Black political 

enfranchisement and mobilization, with which they close the book, is destined to be 

frustrated, defeated, or co-opted Decause they have failed to take into account 

both racial and structural, political-economic factors which make up the necessary 

ingredients for the "politics of liberation in America." Had structural aspects of 

the problem been considered, Carmichael and Hamilton might have felt constrained to 

offer a more thorough program for social change.

The Assimilationist/Pluralist Sub-group

The discussions o f  quantitative analysis and routes to political empowerment 

which we have noted are complemented by another salient perspective within the

-1 2  -



ethnic group model. This last sub-group (which may be designated assimilationist/ 

pluralist) undertakes to discover the features of the process of assimilation 

itself, and the resources and obstacles which characterize it. Another version of 

the assimilative process, cultural pluralism (often simply stated as “plural ism"), 

is also common to this sub-group's outlook. Mot only is the process of assimilation 

(pluralism) spelled out, but the consensual moral precepts which sustain it, com

monly referred to as the American Creed, are presumed to be primary determinants of 

this process. The American Creed, as understood by these writers, is taken to mean 

a value-complex that is chiefly the heritage of Anglo-Saxon political traditions. 

These traditions, it is asserted, form the basis of liberal social and political 

theory, and it is this theory which characterizes the modern democratic state.

Modern society is not only shaped by these traditions, but the corresponding 
normative injunctions must be understood, as the ultimata determinants of the in

dividual's behavior. Those whose behavior does not measure up to these standards 

must be counted incompletely socialized, deviant or pathological, or otherwise 
lacking in the proper motivation.

The specific elements of the value-complex are typically given as follows: 

individual initiative (individualism), industriousness (free enterprise and private 

property), thrift (capital accumulation), and asceticism or deferred gratification, 

especially sensual. In the critical review which follows, this consensual or 

creedal view will be challenged Decause it typically lacks recognition of the 

structural features (e.g., the maldistribution of power and resultant relative 

powerlessness of certain groups, the active social force of institutionalized

racism, etc.) of modern American capitalist democracy which strongly inhibit the

realization of such a consensus. Instead, such problems of the efficacy of the

Creed as are admitted tend to be attributed to a failure on the part of the group*

in question, whose oehavior and culture are derogated as pathological or products 

of a suspect culture-of-poverty. But, this response to the failure of the Creed 

simply manifests the unwi11ingness of its proponents to investigate structural 

constraints, and their profound arrogance toward, and ignorance of, cultural 

styles developed beyond the Veil.

Two views of the assimilation process have been especially influential 

among ethnic group analysts, both attempt to show how American society invests the 

ethnic group with a special role. We will consider Gordon first.
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Hilton M. Gordon, in Assimilation in American Life, approaches the role 

of the ethnic group by examining social stratification. ° Preliminarily, assimi

lation is defined as a.complementary process. Seven variables, which may be thought 

of as steps, comprise assimilation: in order, from lowest to highest, cultural (or

behavioral), structural, marital, identificational, attitude receptional, oehavorial
47 • 'receptional, and civic. All ethnic groups most easily attain cultural assimi

lation (also called ’acculturation," he notes), though some may become indefinitely 

stuck at that level.

“The nature of group life itself," he maintains, is such that, in an indus-/ r. ; ' ;
trial, urban, democratic, modern society, two basic relationships condition its 

existence and its direction: those of the ethnic group provide primary-group (family, 

marriage, social clique, religion, etc.) contact and support to its members, and 

through its interaction with the social structure develops its own “subculture" and

"subsociaty"; each of the latter, in turn, bear the stamp of the particular re-
49fraction of the national culture through the heritage of each ethnic group.r

For Gordon, the social structure consists of social classes, which, in

addition to the ethnic group, form the other major source of group identification in

American life. Social classes are based on "social-psychological constructs or

categories in people's minds," do not have impermeable boundaries, and may be

hierarchically typologized, following Warner, into six categories. Moreover, again

like the ethnic group, the social class creates its own primary group relations,

institutional activities and cultural patterns, i.e., its ov/n subsociety with a
5G •'distinct subculture.

The intersection of ethnic group stratification and social class stratifi

cation creates a social unit which Gordon christens “the ethclass." Ethnic group 

stratification is vertical while social class stratification is horizontal, and in 

the case of ethnic group stratification we are never told just how the vertical 

ranking of ethnic groups was decided. At any rate, the "ethclass" is held to oe 

"the essential form of the subsociety in America."^1

With this elaborate theoretical framework constructed, Gordon now concen

trates on the avowed central concern of the book, i.e., the reduction and elimina

tion of ethnic prejudice and discrimination, and the mananebility of value conflict 

between ethnic groups.0 This will not be an easy task since the author's investi

gations lead him to believe that the United States is a "multiple melting pot"
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that has managed to accomplish the acculturation of all immigrant groups, thereby 

lessening most value conflict, out. in which the separation of groups at the primary 

levelr-what Gordon calls "structural pluralism," on the basis of race and religion-- 
is the dominant sociological fact-of-1 ife.1*3

The Jewish group, the Catholic group, and the white Protestant group have all 

been overwhelmingly acculturated. However, value conflicts do exist between these 

groups, with varying degrees of severity depending on position in the respective 

social class structures of the groups. And, the most accurate reflection of the 

distance which remains between them is the low rates of intermarriage which they 

exhibit.^ i.. . ' ,

When. Gordon discusses the Black group, it ils apparent that his "theory" has 

not advanced beyond stereotypes. The Black lower class is characterized by a "way 

of life" that does not value ambition, is prone to violence, illegitimacy, end 

delinquency, and family instability which is promoted by wandering male partners.33 

The Black upper and middle classes have largely assimilated to the standards of the 

"core society"— middle-class white Protestants— a process made less difficult by 

the fact that Black folk do not have distinctive religious values to preserve.33

Moreover, though Gordon admits that prejudice and discrimination bear a great 

deal of the responsibi1ity for the social degradation of the numerically large 

Black lower class, the genesis and maintenance of these exclusionary systems is 

only obliquely explained.Apparently these systems arise out of the ethnic 

group's ability to rationally assess the extrinsic and intrinsic traits and insti

tutional life of another group's subsociety and subculture, and then to make 

invidious comparisons designed to buttress its own status.3ci Legal precepts, 

whether of the segregationist variety of the South or those of a racially-neutral 

flavor as in the North, do not significantly alter this process.33 In other words, 

in the tradition of pluralist welfare liberalism, Gordon has ascribed those 

characteristics formerly attributed by classical liberalism to the individual to 

the group: ambition, independence, and rational’ calculation.03
The problem of "structural pluralism" or "structural separation" (terms 

which the author uses interchangeably), then, can only be approached once it is 

realized that it is legitimated by. "American democratic ideals." Structural plura-r i
lism is, in fact, the basis for some.degree of cultural pluralism.0 Those diffi

culties which remain for specific ethnic groups should be alleviated by a
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combination of public governmental action and the civic statesmanship of ethnic 

group leaders: the (federal) government must get "out of the business of supporting 

racial discrimination. "°£‘ It must achieve desegregation, but not by imposing quo

tas or integration; and, the ethnic group itself must act to deal responsibly with 

the "behavioral problems" of the g r o u p . O f  course, Gordon means these strictures 

to apply most directly to Black folk, and he singles out "Negro [sic] communal 

leaders" as having a definite "responsibility" (or, more diplomatically, an 

"opportunity") to curb the anti-social acts prevalent in the Black lower class.^ 

Praising the Black community for its efforts to defeat discrimination, at the same 

time he assures whites that the end of discrimination will not mean instant inter

marriage.^^ Cultural pluralism, based on structural pluralism, can only be 

achieved, the author finally decides, if "ethnic communality" can be kept within 

its proper bounds and not allowed to threaten the "basic good will" needed for

inter-ethnic harmony and the successful operation of a "democratically pluralist
65

society" in secondary relations and functional activities.

At bottom, Gordon*s book is a moral sermon. Gordon's structural-functional 

analysis is suffused with the moral istics of value consensus, i.e., the belief in 

the efficacious social power of Judeo-Christian ideals and moral norms throughout 

the whole of American society. Though he once mentions that crime and delinquen

cy are "the products of general sociological and psychological forces," he does not 

explain these forces but, instead, returns time and again to emphasize the choices, 

essentially moral in nature, which confront the ethnic group, its leaders, and its 

individual m e m b e r s . A n d ,  ever since the time of Gunnar Myrdal's classic study,

An American Dilemma, the choice which moral consensualists writing on race matters
G9have chosen to enshrine is that of marriage partner. Matters relating to housing,

employment, job discrimination, public transportation and education are unaddressed

or left at a low level of theoretical treatment.7"
With a structural accounting of racial and cultural oppression, exploitation,

and exclusion thus precluded, or minimized, the discussion and analysis is free to

roam the purview of the Judeo-Christian religio-ethical tradition.71 Institutional

racism disappears from the analysis. This also explains why Gordon is unable or

unwilling to discuss the origins of the vertical ranking of ethnic groups: to do so
72would bring him squarely to the subject of racism.

Further, Gordon's use of social stratification analysis reveals several of 

the problematic aspects of this analytic and conceptual mode. First, there is the
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whole question of just how many social classes there are. Those who write in a

quite different tradition have also scrutinized this issue, and have disagreed as 
' . . 73

to its resolution. Though Gordon is aware of this problem, since he speaks of 

the possibility of "one vast hierarchical continuum" and acknowledges the "imprecis 

nature of class boundaries in American life," he nevertheless adheres to Warner's 

sixfold typology. It becomes apparent, then, that the line between social class

es is one arbitrarily drawn by the social scientist.^ Therefore, comprehension of 

those systemic variables which account for the genesis and maintenance of the so

cial class system may or may not figure into the analytic conventions of the social 

scientist who uses social stratification analysis. Arid since the disposition of
• • . . * * . - t * .

most work done via this mode is to arrive at a description of the attributional 

aspects of an arbitrary aggregate of individuals rather than an explanation of 

those structural forces which promote a certain type of historically-conditioned 

social inequality, the results of such work are not likely to cast light on the 

processes responsible for social inequality or its elimination.^0 That Gordon in

tends no illumination here is evidenced by his failure to go beyond mere mention 

of such topics as industrialization and urbanization.^ Thus, without a consider

ation of capitalism and with a socio-psychological definition of the existence and 

permanence of social classes, Gordon's work tends to empty the concept of social

inequality of its specific historical content and thereby impart an air of its
78 • - „ . .

universality and inescapability.

The remaining statement in this sub-group presents a view of assimilation

consonant with the welfare state, i.e., state intervention in social policy.

Though Noynihan and Glazer do not dwell on welfare proposals, this element is

clearly present in their treatment of the assimilation process. Here, they are

more concerned to elaborate the specific workings of that process.

In Beyond the Melting Pot, the authors see the history of the U.S. city

(here, Mew York) and by extension, of U.S. society itself, as the complex inter-

action of "major, fairly well-defined [ethnic] groups." The major social force

at work is assimilation, though a sort of "sliding scale" (the term is mine) of

assimilation is operative as evidenced by the relatively high ethnic consciousness

of a group like Afro-Americans and the comparatively low ethnic consciousness of a
80virtually completely assimilated group, i.e., German-Americans.

Power, say the authors, is a function of interest groups, which they equate
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with ethnic groups. It is hierarchical and diffused, much like the old Irish 

political machine. By "an almost mechanical process" groups in power tend to

fractionate; this suagests that no one group is able to monopolize, or have un-
-  . . "  31fair access to, power.

The small businessman tradition is crucial to the acquisition of power by 

the ethnic group. The small businessman promotes community cohesion through his 

patronage, has access to the world of credit and finance, and, hence to creac po

tential wealth; and through his search for influence in local politics he oecomes 

privy to important issues which he may affect in the interest of benefitting the 

entire ethnic community.'"4'
The problem of exclusion, according to the authors, is not that it works 

systematically as a selective barrier against the mobility of certain groups, but 

rather its effect on ethnic groups depends on the relative strength or weakness 

of the internal structures (e.g., family, civic groups, fraternal associations, 

the small businessman tradition, etc.) of the group. In varying degree, this 

last area, viz., the weakness of group internal structures, is the problem facing 

Black people and Puerto Ricans. In any case, exclusion is interpreted positively 

by the authors to mean the sense of fellow-feeling of the ethnic group which it 

cultivates in order to protect and preserve its culture and tradition, completely 

neglected and specifically denied are the negative effects of exclusion v/hich, 

when viewed historically, lead to the premise of a stable, institutionalized setn 3
of relations which center around racial distinctions.0

Moynihan and Glazer's denial of institutional racism, a formidable obstacle 

to the assimilation process (but a key feature of the maintenance of subordina

tion), is rooted in a conception of ethnic group life that is very similar to 

Gordon's: groups inspect one another, test one another, and then make invidious 

comparisons, from which self-segregation and ethnic preservation apparently re

sult. Moreover, according to them, the nature of American society itself is such 

that the ethnic group has persisted even while being transformed into new guises 

by the all-pervasive social force of assimilation; not all cultural styles have

survived the second generation nor have all groups melted to a common core, hence,
84beyond the melting pot....

But the view of ethnic group life which Moynihan and Glazer present is 

really a rather superficial, one-sided look at the process of interaction between
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racial and etnnic groups ana the American social order. Separate and persistent 

ethnic groups and their traditions and the relations of these groups with each 

other co constitute a palpable reality, but their existence and interaction occur 

within a capitalist democratic framework which generates hierarchy, power imbal

ance, ano dominance combined with a long social history of racist thought and 

practice. The subject of exploitation, if seriously considered (the authors 

mention it only twice in the entire treatise: once as a past phenomenon under 

slavery, an again in a passing reference to Black and Puerto Rican v/orkers) would 

open up entire vistas of analysis which are closed off in their statement.0"*

An examination of this subject would also lead to a reckoning of the 

interests of ethnic groups in the putative social value consensus. If the ob

jective, i.e., systematically structurally-determined, interests of such groups 

could be oistinguished from their subjective, i.e., psychologically-held, inter

ests, the existence and strength of this alleged consensus could be determined, 

but ;loynihan and Glazer do not explore this problem. Their various pronounce

ments on the matter— e.g., that ethnic group conflict typically involves a mix of 

rational economic interests and irrational non-economic attitudes, that ethnicity 

and religion are real objective and subjective bases for difference and conflict, 

and that social class issues routinely become ethnic issues in the political 

arena— may all be taken as an indication that no serious consideration of the
o r

problematic nature of interests and consensus is intended.ou One could certainly 

not argue, based on their historical experience in America, that Black people 

have any consensual interest in maintaining racial domination or the defense of 

private property (as distinct from industriousness and work), yet the converse is 

certainly disputable for American capitalist society as a whole, fioynihan and 
Glazer are no help here.

F'oreover, their conception of conflict reinforces the difficulties noted. 

Since salient points in the social order (e.g., religious outlook, the political 

process, job level, etc.) are taken as given, the account of their origin (e.g., 

how do certain political patronage slots get to be “Negro" jobs?) is neglected.

But, without a clear sense of the emergence and development of these points of 

conflict, no accurate declaration can be made as to the homeostatic or disjunctive 

quality of the arguments between ethnic groups over these attributes of the social 

system. Hoynihan and Glazer's equation of the ethnic group with the interest
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group, having failed to clarify the concept of interest, only compounds the in

adequacies of their discussion of conflict. Their use of a dichotomous model of 
U.S. race relations— i.e., the North and the-South are treated separately with 

the latter society defending strict, violence-prone racial norms while the former
is guided in such matters by organized, routine competition via a political pro-

' : 87cess steeped in a consensual mold--is further evidence of this failure.

In sum, Jloynihan and Glazer's entire work amounts to a monumental evasion. 

The facts of society-wide (not just in New York) racial subordination are plainly 
visible. In 1974, just four short years after the second edition of their book 

was issued, the U.S. Government found, in part, that: black family median income 

was 58% of whiter more than three times as many black persons had low income 

(below $5,033, nonfarm) as white; a 2 to 1 black-to-white unemployment ratio has 

held in effect since the Korean War, black federal employees are still concentra

ted in lower grades; year-round full-time black male employees earned only 68% of 

comparable white workers, black life expectancy at birth was G1.9 vs 68.4 (black 

to white, males; 70.1 vs 76.1, females) years; and, black people, whether owners

or renters, were more than twice cis likely to occupy dwellings lacking some or
. ' no

all plumbing facilities as were white p e r s o n s . A n o t h e r  government study four 

years later (1978) confirmed, in substance, many of these findinqs (especially
' OQ

those relating to .employment and income.) And as for black business providing

employment: in 1977, the top 100 black firms in the U.S. employed 8,356 people 

while black unemployment in November of that year stood at 1,599,000 persons, and

this despite the fact that there was a dramatic increase in black firms, to
90

195,000 as of 1972. So much, for the small business tradition which f'oynihan 
and Glazer ballyhoo.

And, their evasion of practical realities is matched by their evasion of 

their own theoretical dilemmas. Clearly, as pluralists, they (like Gordon) have 

been forced to confer socio-political apotheosis on the group, and not the indi

vidual, by the highly socialized and interdependent nature of production in a 

technologically-advanced capitalist state. But to openly and genuinely admit 

this, and face up its implications for social theory and policy, is more than our 
good professors can manage. So, they are content to wander into the safe vicissi

tudes of unexposed contradictions, fatal ism, and irrationality: the place of eth

nic groups in the social hierarchy was determined oy "the American mind"; "it may
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be that society needs unpopular groups around"; a sort of Freudian hydraulic im

pulse explains the unquenchabi1ity of the entrepreneurial itch; "...all good 

things are scarce, and involve conflicts..."; and, the processes by which the 

American national character is formed are "mysterious.

This last opaque conclusion rests on many stereotypical, and hence racist, 

views of the ethnic groups studied: even Jewish criminals are brainy, not brawny; 
Italians have a genious for making cities liveable and their amoral, individual

istic, xenophobic moral code disposes them to organized crime; Puerto Rican people 

are gentle and gay; the Irish are contradictorily conformists and fantasizers, 

plodding routine-keepers and adventurers, tough and defiantly democratic at the 

same time that they are afflicted with alcoholism; and, Black people are anti-

Semitic because it makes them feel more American, have a weak business tradition,
92show little clannishness, and have a weak family structure.” So, here too, our 

white liberal authors' patina of urbanity and cosmopolitan angst is not caked 

thick enough to hide a surprisingly deep arrogance toward, and ignorance of,

Third World peoples, and an unmistakable theoretical barrenness.

The foregoing critique hopefully has prepared the reader for the judgment 

that Moynihan and Glazer do not really comprehend their subject matter. To under

stand the subordination process would require them to dispense with most of their 

theoretical scaffolding, certainly an event not likely to occur.

Conclusion

Likewise, a similar judgment may be rendered of all the statements review - • 

ed. Whether quantitative, political empowerment, or assimilationist/pluralist, 

they all share basic assumptions which create theoretical impotence and corre

sponding inadequacies; and this despite the fact that their empirical findings 

are often valuable and usable. The first sub-group (quantitative) tends to view 

race relations disconnectedly as "assimilation variables" that cannot account for 

a systemic pattern of invidious racial outcomes whose existence its own data 

often confirms; the second sub-group (political empowerment) is unable to explain 

how either traditional or non-traditional routes to political power can succeed, 

given the analysts' failure to examine closely the contours of American capitalist 

democracy and its regnant liberal political theory; and the last sub-group 

(assimilationist/pluralist), whose work tends to incorporate the errors of the 
first tv/o, presents a consensually-inspired version of the assimilation process
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- which can account for the failure of this process on certain occasions only by re 

ference to the supposed internal deficiencies cf the group(s) involved, thereby 

closing off a critical examination of the social order and its interaction with 

all groups. We have attempted to demonstrate that all of these failings on the 

part of the ethnic group model (and its identified sub-groups) stem from its ad

herence to the five central assumptions (or propositions) outlined at the outset 

of the chapter: the assumption that the ethnic group is the primary American so

cial reality; the belief that assimilation is society's most powerful social 

force; the assumption that this process is founded on social equilibrium and value 

consensus; the assertion that political power is dispersed and unmonopolized in 

the social order; and the belief that factors essentially extraneous to ethnicity 

may be "added in" as secondary considerations.

The ethnic group model misperceives the reality which it examines: the 

existence of separate ethnic groups in America is not the basis for an assimila

tion process but rather an expression, viewed racially, of a subordination pro

cess especially as regards Black people (and other Third World groups). The 

ethnic group model cannot gauge this process accurately since it refuses to 

investigate institutional racism (negative exclusion) as a key referrent of 

subordination and chooses instead to indulge racist notions (polite or vulgar) of 

the assumed cultural pathology of racial subordinates. But most important, it 

refuses to break with liberal theory as to its conceptions of power, interest, 

consensus, deviance, and economic reality in American capitalist democracy.

Given this basic posture, it is understandable that its treatment of the six 

basic concepts is unable to explain racial subordination and neglects key struc
tural concepts such as exploitation.

Indeed, most characteristic of this school is its generally celebratory 

treatment of assimilation. The preceding exposition and review, while not ex

haustive, is certainly suggestive of some of the principal features of analysis 

which characterize many of the writings adhering to the ethnic group model.
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