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Preface

the original impetus for writing this book was Americans’ heightened
concern with, and glorification of, ethnicity and ethnic values at the end of
the 1960s and early 1970s. Both of us were brought up in the 1930s and
1940s, when one learned that becoming a “good American” meant shedding
foreign ties, culture, and religion, and adapting to what now might be called
the values and beliefs of white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant America. By the
1970s, however, ethnicity had become chic. People wore buttons announc-
ing that they were proud to be Polish or Italian; reporters wrote favorably on
the virtues and values of ethnic working-class neighborhoods in cities like
Baltimore and Pittsburgh; and people of a variety of backgrounds, instead of
Anglicizing their names, “ethnicized” them. In such a context we prepared
the first edition, confident that Americans were showing renewed interest
in the experiences of their immigrant forebears.

Since that time the peoples of European ancestry have mixed with one an-
other in a manner that their grandparents did not dream of, and much of the
assertion of ethnicity of the 1970s has proved to be superficial. Yet the in-
terest in immigration is stronger, and scholars of immigration and social his-
tory have published a remarkable number of books and articles exploring the
nation’s immigrant past. The new scholarship has greatly enhanced our un-
derstanding of several peoples, and particularly of the women of those cul-
tures. We now know so much more than we did only a few years ago of the
Huguenots and Scots of colonial America, of the Irish and Germans through-
out the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, of Italians and Jews in a wider
variety of American cities and of their unique experiences. There are also a
plethora of works on Hispanics and Asians, written by members of those
groups, that simply did not exist twenty-five years ago. As a result of this ex-
plosion of knowledge, we have attempted to revise this volume, incorporat-
ing as much of the recent scholarship as possible while adjusting and en-
hancing earlier interpretations.

As in the earlier editions, we have focused on those non-English people
who came voluntarily to the New World after 1607. By limiting the topic in
this fashion we have obviously excluded American Indians and African
slaves. Their history is in many respects unique and requires separate treat-
ment. In Ethnic Americans we have, of course, discussed blacks who came



to the United States voluntarily from Africa and the West Indies. Indeed,
more black immigrants have come to the United States in the last fifty years
than in the entire period of slavery.

Two years after the publication of the third edition of Ethnic Americans
in 1988, Congress passed a law that increased yearly immigration al-
lowances by 35 percent; in 1996 Congress made other significant changes.
We have incorporated the impact of the provisions of those laws in this text.
When the third edition was being written in the middle 1980s, new trends
in the history of immigration were becoming visible, and these trends have
continued. The last ten years have witnessed the greatest wave of immigra-
tion in American history, and it appears that immigration will remain high
for at least the foreseeable future. An overwhelming majority, probably 85 to
90 percent, of newcomers hail from Latin America and Asia rather than from
Europe. In 1960 the leading country of origin for immigrants in this country
was Germany, with nearly one million Germans in the United States. Next
was Canada, followed by Poland and the Soviet Union. In 1996 Mexico, the
Philippines, China, Cuba, India, and Vietnam headed the list. Just at a time
when older European groups have been undergoing rapid change, and in
some cases virtually disappearing as separate cultures, whole new ethnic
communities have emerged. In the 1990s, final totals for immigration will
probably exceed ten million people, more than the sum in any previous ten-
year period in American history. Because this volume stresses the twentieth
century, we have taken these trends into account.

We offer this fourth edition in the hope that it continues to be not only a
brief summary of the immigrant experience but also a reflection of the most
recent scholarship and public policies. We want to thank Pat Doherty and
Julie Newman for preparing the manuscript.

Leonard Dinnerstein
David M. Reimers
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