PHILIP GLEASON
University of Notre Dame

The Melting Pot:
Symbol of Fusion or Confusion?

READERS OF THE REPUBLIC WILL RECALL THAT AFTER SOCRATES HAS OUTLINED
the structure of his ideal city, he devises a mythological explanation of
its origin in order to furnish a symbolic representation and justification
for the distinctions that exist between Guardians, Auxiliaries and the
mass of the people. According to the “myth of the metals,” the govern-
ing classes spring from races with gold or silver souls, while the ordinary
citizens are members of a humbler iron-souled race. In the present cen-
tury, a different sort of myth of the metals has flourished among Amer-
icans who would reject the platonic variety. Our myth of the metals,
compressed into one key image, is the “melting pot.” Unlike Plato’s, it
was not deliberately contrived to provide a supernatural sanction for the
existing social order, but it is intimately related to the origins and nature
of American society; and at a time when students of American civiliza-
tion are absorbed in the scrutiny of images, myths and symobls, it is
appropriate to take a look also at the melting pot.

Hans Kohn regards the notion of the melting pot as “a fundamental
trait of American nationalism,” ! and few symbols associated with Amer-
ican nationality have entered more deeply into the language. References
to the melting pot appear not only in formal studies of ethnic adjust-
ment in the United States, but the expression is also used by foreign
observers and it crops up frequently in the press as well. A Chicago news-
paper, for example, editorially commended the selection of Miss Hawaii
to represent the United States in the 1962 Miss Universe contest be-
cause she was the “typical child” of “a true American-style ‘melting
pot’ ”; and before the 1962 election, Joseph Alsop surveyed a neighbor-
hood in San Francisco where various ethnic elements “coexisted in an
amiable melting-pot style.” Television and the advertising industry also

1 American Nationalism. An Interpretative Essay (New York, 1961), p. 172.
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make use of the symbol. A national network’s musical salute to the di-
verse elements in the American population was called “The Melting
Pot”; and an advertisement for a recent book on cities asks: “Cities and
suburbs—melting pots or trouble spots?” 2

The melting pot, then, is both widely current and used by a variety
of writers with the evident expectation that its meaning will be clear;
there is much evidence to support the assertion that the “melting pot
concept is stubbornly entrenched in our national subconscious,” and
that it is “part of the American official mythology.”® On the other hand,
there has been widespread disagreement about what the melting pot
symbolizes, and many people have for differing reasons explicitly repudi-
ated the symbol, believing that it distorts American experience or be-
trays American ideals. Is the melting pot even a symbol? The tendency
to place the expression within quotation marks indicates that it is a
somewhat self-conscious symbol, but at the same time it differs from
such deliberately chosen national symbols as the flag; nor is it a specific
real object, like the Liberty Bell, which is elevated to the level of a symbol
because of some historical association. Still less does the melting pot re-
semble a symbolic document like the Constitution or our national heroes
who have taken on symbolic stature. And, indeed, the melting pot is
often referred to as a “concept” or a “theory” rather than a symbol.

In the following pages I propose to trace some of the ways in which
the term “melting pot” has been understood and used, and to evaluate
it as a symbol. To forestall as much confusion of terminology as pos-
sible, it would be well to make clear at the outset that the term can be
used as a simile (America is like a melting pot), a metaphor (America is
a melting pot) or a symbol (Millions of immigrants came tumbling into
the melting pot). That which distinguishes the symbol from the simile
or metaphor is the absence of any overt comparison between two things
which are understood to bear an analogical relationship to each other.
The symbol is, as it were, cut loose freely from the thing-symbolized and
enjoys a separate existence of its own, while at the same time it is recog-
nized as a metaphor, half of which is left unstated.* The melting pot is

2 Chicago Sun-Times, July 14, October 6, 1962; South Bend Tribune, television sup-
plement for July 29-August 4, 1962; New York Times Book Review, November 18,
1962, p. 17. Cf. Edward W. Chester, Europe Views America. A Critical Evaluation
(Washington, 1962), chap. ii. Although obviously relevant to the theme, Nathan
Glazer and Daniel P. Moynihan’s Beyond the Melting Pot (Cambridge, 1963), appeared
too late to be considered here.

3 Andrew M. Greeley, “Areas of Research on Religion and Social Organization,”
American Catholic Sociological Review, XXIII (Summer 1962), 111.

4 The essays of Owen Barfield and C. S. Lewis in Max Black (ed.), The Importance
of Language (Englewood Cliffs, N. J., 1962), are especially helpful on metaphoric lan-

guage.
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perhaps used with equal frequency as a metaphor and as a symbol, as
these levels of figurative language are distinguished here; but since it has
become so conventionally understood as representing the process of eth-
nic interaction, and since it has taken on such a vivid life of its own,
the melting pot will, for the most part, be referred to here as a symbol.

The use of the melting pot as a symbol for the process whereby immi-
grants are absorbed into American society and somehow changed into
Americans dates from 1908 when Israel Zangwill’s play, The Melting-Pot,
was first presented. The group of ideas and attitudes which the term is
usually thought of as representing did not, however, originate with
Zangwill but was much older. In general, that cluster of ideas included
the belief that a new nation, a new national character and a new na-
tionality were forming in the United States, and that the most hetero-
geneous human materials could be taken in and absorbed into. this
nationality. It was frequently maintained as a corollary that the “new
man” who was to be produced by the cross-fertilization of various strains
in America would be superior to any the world had previously seen; in-
termarriage between the different elements often figured as the chief
agency in the formation of the new composite American.

The outstanding early statement of these notions was Crévecoeur’s
celebrated answer to the question, “What then is the American, this new
man?’ Crévecoeur’s discussion in his Letters from an American Farmer
(1782) developed or implied all of the themes listed above; moreover, he
used the word “melt” to describe the process of forming a new nation-
ality. “Here,” he wrote, “individuals of all nations are melted into a new
race of men, . ..” As a result of his use of the word, and his treatment
of the general theme, Crévecoeur has been called the originator of the
melting pot symbol.? This is incorrect. Crévecoeur did not use the symbol
of a melting pot at all, although he did give forceful expression to the
ideas which it is often understood to symbolize. After Crévecoeur, DeWitt
Clinton used the key word “melt” in commenting on how the English
tongue was “melting us down into one people,” and in the 1840s a nativ-
istic Congressman recalled an earlier day when immigrants “melted into
the mass of American population” instead of clannishly preserving their
own identity.® But if anyone used the expression “melting pot” it at-

5]. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer (New York,
1957), p. 39; Louis B. Wright, The Cultural Life of the American Colonies, 1607-1763
(New York, 1957), p. 45; Joseph Leftwich, Israel Zangwill (New York, 1957), p. 251.

6 Merle Curti, The Roots of American Loyalty (New York, 1946), p. 74; Edith Abbott
(ed.), Historical Aspects of the Immigration Problem. Select Documents (Chicago,
1926), p. 755.
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tracted no attention and did not enter into general usage. Emerson
seems to have come closest to the symbol when he wrote in his journal
that the energies of the various nationalities in America would “construct
a new race, a new religion, a new state, a new literature,” which would
be as vigorous “as the new Europe which came out of the smelting-pot
of the Dark Ages.” It seems, however, that no particular attention was
drawn to Emerson’s metaphor until 1921.7 Frederick Jackson Turner re-
ferred to the “‘composite nationality” of the American people in his
famous address on the significance of the frontier in 1893; he described
the frontier as a “crucible” where “the immigrants were Americanized,
liberated, and fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor
characteristics.” 8 Turner thus anticipated the use of a term that Zangwill
used interchangeably with the melting pot in his drama.

No doubt there were others in the nineteenth century who used simi-
lar terms, or even the melting pot itself; it remains true, nevertheless,
that the melting pot symbol did not go into general usage until the
presentation of Zangwill’s play. An article entitled “Are We A People?”
which was reported in July, 1908 in the Literary Digest furnishes a sug-
gestive bit of negative evidence. This discussion by Franklin H. Giddings,
the Columbia sociologist, concerned itself with immigrant assimilation
and American nationality and employed a number of figurative expres-
sions like “blending,” “fusing,” “melting,” “smelting process” and “amal-
gam.” But it did not contain the expression “melting pot.”? It seems un-
likely that this article would have contained no reference to the melt-
ing pot if it had appeared a year or so later.

A consideration of several background factors helps explain why The
Melting-Pot had such impact and why the symbol passed into general
use so rapidly. First, there was the tremendous immigration of the pe-
riod. Between 1900 and the outbreak of World War I, an average of
about one million immigrants a year entered the United States. Pre-
dominantly ‘“new immigrants” from southern and eastern Europe who
gathered in conspicuous enclaves in the great cities, these millions at-
tracted much public attention and the “immigration problem,” which a
governmental commission investigated to the tune of forty-one volumes,
became involved in practically all the political and social issues of the

2y €6

7 Emerson’s remarks were first published in 1912 in Journals of Ralph Waldo Emer-
son with Annotations, eds. Edward Waldo Emerson and Waldo Emerson Forbes (10
vols; Boston, 1909-14), VII, 116. Stuart P. Sherman drew particular attention to this
“notable passage” in his Introduction to Essays and Poems of Emerson (New York,
1921), p. xxxiv.

8 Frontier and Section. Selected Essays of Frederick Jackson Turner, with an Intro-
duction by Ray Allen Billington (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1961), p. 51.

9 Literary Digest, XXXVII (July 11, 1908), 37-38.
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Progressive Period. Public attitudes were shifting and uncertain in these
years which John Higham calls the most obscure in the whole history of
American nativism.10 There were strong currents of opinion unfriendly
to free immigration and fearful of the nation’s ability to absorb the new-
comers. But the return of prosperity and the military and imperial feats
at the turn of the century engendered a surge of nationalistic self-con-
fidence strongly reinforcing the traditional view that America could
welcome and assimilate all who came to her shores. Zangwill’s play thus
appeared at a time when there were millions of immigrants in the coun-
try who were themselves immediately concerned with the matter of
assimilation, and when the American people at large were troubled and
uncertain about the question. The play was popular, the title was known
to hundreds of thousands who never saw it performed, the times required
discussion of immigration and there was need for a handy and generally
accepted symbol for the whole complicated business—more favorable
circumstances for launching the new symbol could hardly be imagined.11

The Melting-Pot opened in Washington on October 5, 1908. Theodore
Roosevelt was among the first-nighters and later referred to it as an
“extraordinarily able and powerful play.” “I do not know when I have
seen a play that stirred me as much,” he wrote to Zangwill. Roosevelt and
Oscar Straus, Secretary of Commerce and Labor, were both quoted in sub-
sequent advertising as saying “It is a great play,” but Roosevelt probably
attracted more attention to it by criticizing some lines which portrayed
Americans as taking a lighthearted view of divorce and public corrup-
tion.12 The passage was rewritten by Zangwill, and the play moved to
Chicago where it played for one week and a short time later returned
for a longer run. By September 6, 1909, when it opened in New York, The
Melting-Pot had already been mentioned by Jane Addams as a play
whose title could furnish the theme for an important sociological treatise,
and the Literary Digest referred to it as a “much-discust drama.”13

Although the New York critics were unenthusiastic, The Melting-Pot
played 136 times and “the public crowd[ed] the performances” according

10 John Higham, Strangers in the Land. Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925
(New Brunswick, N.J., 1955), p. 158 and chaps v-vii.

11 Compare Eric F. Goldman, Rendezvous with Destiny. A History of Modern Amer-
ican Reform. (Revised ed; New York, 1956), p. 61.

12 Washington Evening Star, October 6, 1908; Roosevelt to Zangwill, October 15, 1908,
in The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, eds. Elting E. Morison et al. (8 vols; Cambridge,
1951-54), VI, 1288-89; Chicago Inter Ocean, October 25, 1908, magazine section, p. 10;
New York Times, September 5, 1909; Current Literature, XLV (December 1908), 671;
Leftwich, Zangwill, pp. 251-59, discusses the play.

13 Literary Digest, XXXVIII (April 24, 1909), 691; ibid., XXXIX (September 18, 1909},
440,
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to one reviewer, who explained its popularity by saying: “it is a play
of the people, touched with the fire of democracy, and lighted radiantly
with the national vision.”* Oddly enough, it was an English Jew who
was said to have captured the American spirit and who gave the nation
a new symbol for itself. Israel Zangwill had already established himself as
a novelist and dramatist, especially by his Children of the Ghetto, and
he was also the leading promoter of a modified Zionist program, being
the founder of the Jewish Territorial Organization. His work in assist-
ing Jewish emigrants familiarized Zangwill with the immigration situa-
tion in the United States and it is a mistake to assert, as some critics of
the melting pot have done, that he was simply naive and uninformed
about the state of affairs in America. Furthermore, Zangwill's essay on
The Principle of Nationalities indicates that he had pondered long on
themes related to nationalism and the interaction of different national
groups in the same state; several of the ideas which are presented dramati-
cally in The Melting-Pot are restated in more systematic fashion in this
study, published in 1917.15 A decade earlier, however, Zangwill had de-
clared that The Melting-Pot was a “Tendenz-Schauspiel” in the sense
that it dramatized a problem rather than trying to provide an answer
to the problem.18

The principal “problem” that Zangwill dealt with in The Melting-Pot
concerned the situation of the Jews in the United States. This, of course,
reflected his overriding preoccupation with the destiny of the Jews in
the modern world and his conviction that for Jews it was a question
of “renationalization or denationalization.” To Zangwill, this set of alter-
natives meant that Jews should either acquire a homeland and develop
their own nationality in their own nation, or they should become really
and inwardly part of the nation in which they found themselves, thus
“denationalizing” themselves as a distinct people.’” The notion of the
United States as a melting pot—a place where old-world nationality drops
away and various elements fuse into a new nationality—operates in the
play as a general framework within which the drama of the Jewish
protagonist is enacted.

14 Survey, XXIII (November 6, 1909), 168.

15 Zangwill, The Principle of Nationalities (New York, 1917). Annamarie Peterson,
“Israel Zangwill (1864-1926): A Selected Bibliography,” Bulletin of Bibliography and
Magazine Notes, XXIII (September-December 1961), 136-40, lists Zangwill’s writings.
Mrys. Peterson kindly informed me that she knows of no serious study of Zangwill’s
sociological views. Letter to the author, January 12, 1963. Leftwich, Zangwill, is a topi-
cally organized biography.

16 Zangwill, “America—'The Melting Pot,’” Chicago Inter Ocean, December 6, 1908,
magazine section, p. 10.

17 Ibid.
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The protagonist, whose speeches launched the melting pot as the symbol
for the American assimilative process, is David Quixano, a young Jewish
immigrant whose family has been murdered in the Kishineff pogrom; he
is a composer who is at work on a great “American symphony” which will
capture in music the vast racial and ethnic harmony gradually coming into
being in America. David meets and falls in love with Vera, a settlement-
house worker who is also an immigrant from Russia. Vera is a Christian,
but the lovers resolve to marry in spite of the religious difference, follow-
ing David’s conviction that in America immigrants are to cast off their
inherited attitudes, loyalties and prejudices. Then David learns that Vera’s
father is the Russian officer who directed the Kishineff massacre and whose
face haunts David’s memory of that terror. In his revulsion, he abruptly
breaks off the romance with Vera, thus betraying in his own mind the
ideal of the melting pot, which he interprets to mean that the European
past is to have no hold at all upon the immigrant in America. After
suffering remorse for this lapse from his principles, added to the customary
agonies of a lover, David is reunited with Vera in the last scene immedi-
ately after the triumphant performance of his American symphony. The
play ends with a paean of praise and hope for the melting pot as David
and Vera stand on the roof of the settlement house transfixed by the vision
of the Statue of Liberty gilded in the distant sunset.

David is “prophetically exalted” by this vision and delivers the follow-
ing speech which deserves quotation as the play’s fullest description of
the workings of the melting pot: 18

It is the fires of God round His Crucible. There she lies, the great
Melting-Pot—Ilisten! Can’t you hear the roaring and the bubbling?
There gapes her mouth—the harbour where a thousand mammoth
feeders come from the ends of the world to pour in their human freight.
Ah, what a stirring and a seething! Celt and Latin, Slav and Teuton,
Greek and Syrian,—black and yellow—

[Vera] Jew and Gentile—

Yes, East and West, and North and South, . . . how the great Alche-
mist melts and fuses them with his purging flame! Here shall they all
unite to build the Republic of Man and the Kingdom of God. Ah,
Vera, what is the glory of Rome and Jerusalem where all nations and
races come to worship and look back, compared with the glory of
America, where all races and nations come to labour and look forward!

Peace, peace, to all ye unborn millions, fated to fill this giant con-
tinent—the God of our children give you Peace.

18 Zangwill, The Melting-Pot. A Drama in Four Acts (New York, 1909), pp. 198-99.
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In an earlier speech, which was used in advertising the play, David spoke
of America as “God’s Crucible, the great Melting-Pot where all the races of
Europe are melting and re-forming”; he also asserted that “the real
American”—"the fusion of all races, the coming superman”—had not yet
made his appearance, but was “only in the Crucible.” 19

These “incidental dithyrambs on the ‘crucible’ theme,” as one reviewer
called them,2® do not constitute a very detailed theory of ethnic adjust-
ment in the United States, but insofar as it specifically concerned the
Jews in America, The Melting-Pot seemed clearly to preach the doctrine
of complete assimilation. Jews who did not wish to forget their distinctive
identity, it was suggested in one passage, should “work for a Jewish land”
instead of emigrating to America. The emphasis on assimilation was
not well received by many American Jews. An editorial in the American
Hebrew called it a “counsel of despair” which could not be taken seriously,
and several years later a Jewish writer declared that the Jews had no
intention of denying their heritage “for the contents of any pot—even
though it be the Melting-Pot.” 21

Aside from the Jewish question, The Melting-Pot seems to imply that
the immigrant should actively will his own assimilation; but since the
process is portrayed as automatic, it probably makes no difference whether
he does or not. It is God’s melting pot; He is the Alchemist who presides
over it, and presumably the process can go forward without conscious
human collaboration. The play clearly indicates that the processes of the
melting pot are unfinished; the product will be novel, but it has not yet
come out of the crucible. This means that all that goes into the pot
contributes to the “real American,” the coming superman who is to make
his appearance in the future. The whole vision is oriented toward the
future—*“the ideals of the fathers shall not be foisted on the children.”
Not only the immigrants, but America as a whole is seen in the process
of becoming. To a character who is a caricature of the idle-rich American,
David prophesies: “There shall come a fire round the Crucible that will
melt you and your breed like wax in a blowpipe— . .. America shall
make good!” 22

A reviewer in The Forum took issue with the assumption that immigra-
tion was still forming America. Speaking for the “traditional Americans

19 Ibid., pp. 87-38. Cf. Chicago Inter Ocean, October 25, 1908, magazine section, p. 10.

20 Chicago Inter Ocean, October 22, 1908.

21 Zangwill, Melting-Pot, p. 47; American Hebrew, quoted in Current Literature,
XLV (December 1908), 672; Rabbi Joel Blau, quoted in Henry Pratt Fairchild, Race
and Nationality as Factors in American Life (New York, 1947), p. 144. For other
Jewish reactions, see, Literary Digest, XXXVII (October 31, 1908), 628-29; Leftwich,
Zangwill, p. 252 ff.

22 Zangwill, Melting-Pot, pp. 157, 92.
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to whom Mr. Zangwill would deny the national name,” he showed con-
cern over the “indiscriminate commingling of alien races on our soil,”
and flatly denied that “the scum and dregs of Europe” could enrich
America. On the other hand, many immigrant spokesmen have found the
melting pot equally unacceptable because it seemed to require too great a
degree of assimilation. According to a very nationalistic German-American
writer, The Melting-Pot was “simply a mixture of insipid phrases and un-
historical thinking” and represented “just the contrary of that toward
which we strive.” He warned that any attempt to “do away with our Ger-
man cultural type . . . in the smudge kitchen of a national melting pot”
would come to naught. In addition to Jews and Germans, spokesmen for
the Norwegian and the Slavic immigrants have been critical of the notion
of the melting pot.2?

These immigrant critics obviously understand the melting pot differ-
ently from the Forum reviewer: the complaint of the former is that it
means too much conformity to America as it already exists, while the lat-
ter is fearful that America itself is to be transformed. This ambiguity in
the meaning or “theory” of the melting pot was present at the beginning
and was to persist. But before considering the “theoretical” aspects of the
subject, we should examine the use of the melting pot as a symbol, be-
cause the theoretical ambiguity has not lessened the use of the symbol,
and the popularity of the symbol has perpetuated and aggravated the am-
biguities of meaning.

The melting pot symbol was introduced at a propitious moment,
achieved almost instant popularity, and has been employed by countless
writers with every imaginable embellishment and variation. Two maga-
zines have used The Melting Pot as their title; a novel called On the Way
to the Melting Pot was published in Norwegian; and a study of immigra-
tion was entitled The Melting-Pot Mistake. Librarians frequently arrange
immigrant stories under some such rubric as “Out of the Melting Pot,”
and the field of immigrant fiction was surveyed by Carl Wittke in an ar-
ticle entitled “Melting Pot Literature.” Dumas Malone summarized the
information about immigrants who were included in the Dictionary of
American Biography in an article on our “Intellectual Melting Pot.” 2¢

28 Forum, XLII (November 1909), 434-35; Julius Goebel quoted in Robert E. Park,
The Immigrant Press and Its Control (New York, 1922), pp. 61-62; Einar Haugen, “The
Struggle over Norwegian,” Norwegian-American Studies, XVII (Northfield, Minn., 1952),
23; Joseph A. Wytrwal, America’s Polish Heritage. A Social History of the Poles in
America (Detroit, 1961), p. 244 ff.; Louis Adamic, From Many Lands (New York, 1939),
pp- 301, 303.

24 Union List of Serials in Libraries of the United States and Canada. Ed. Winifred
Gregory (2nd ed.; New York, 1948), p. 1706; Einar Haugen, The Norwegian Language
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We have also had linguistic, rural, frontier, urban and civil rights melting
pots, as well as “melting pot wards.”?5> The United States is usually
thought of as the melting pot, but smaller units also claim the title: Puri-
tan Boston was called a melting pot in the twentieth century; a very old
state, Pennsylvania, and the newest one, Hawaii, share the same honor;
and now the nation of Israel threatens to usurp America’s place as the
modern melting pot.26

“What'’s in the Melting Pot?” asked The Survey in 1912, but not until
1922 did the House of Representatives furnish an “Expert Analysis of the
Metal and Dross in America’s Modern Melting Pot.”?7 “The Pot’s Con-
stituents” have usually been found to be various immigrant groups, but
foreign bodies of a different sort are also spoken of as being in the cruci-
ble. W. F. Adams handled the symbol very straightforwardly when he said
that “solid groups of Irish of the lowest class were thrown as cohesive
masses into the melting pot”; but for some reason, it is the small Czech
group whose career in the melting pot has been most closely scrutinized.
Thomas Capek traced their passage “Through Intermarriage into the
Melting-Pot,” another writer focused on the Czechs in the microcosmic
melting pot of Colfax County, Nebraska, and a third has written more
generally of the Czech “ingredient.”28

in America. A Study of Bilingual Behavior (2 vols; Philadelphia, 1953), I, 152; Henry
Pratit Fairchild, The Melting-Pot Mistake (Boston, 1926); Theodore Blegen, Grass Roots
History (Minneapolis, 1947), p. 19; Wittke in College English, VII (1946), 189-97;
Malone in American Scholar, IV (1935), 444-59. Cf. also Mircea Vasiliu, Which Way to
the Melting Pot? (New York, 1963).

25 Albert H. Marckwardt, American English (New York, 1958), pp. 57-58; Douglas
G. Marshall, “Nationality and the Emerging Culture,” Rural Sociology, XIII (1948), 42;
Edward N. Saveth, American Historians and European Immigrants, 1875-1925 (New
York, 1948), chap. v; Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics (2nd ed.; Gar-
den City, N. Y., 1956), chap. v; J. Joseph Huthmacher, “Urban Liberalism and the Age
of Reform,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XLIX (September 1962), 234.

26 “Boston’s Melting Pot,” Literary Digest, LIV (April 14, 1917), 1063; Ralph Wood
{ed.), The Pennsylvania Germans (Princeton, 1942), p. 3; Gerrit P. Judd IV, Hawaii, An
Informal History (New York, 1961), chap. xiii; J. Isaac, “Israel—A New Melting Pot?”
in W. D. Borrie (ed.), The Cultural Integration of Immigrants (Unesco, 1959), pp.
234-66.

27 Survey, XXVIII (April 27, 1912), 161-62; Analysis of America’s Modern Melting
Pot. Hearings Before the Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, House of
Representatives, 68 Cong., 3 sess., November 21, 1922. Serial 7-C. Statement by Harry
H. Laughlin (Washington, 1923), pp. 729, 760.

28 Quoted in Carl Wittke, We Who Built America. The Saga of the Immigrant (New
York, 1939), p. 1381; Thomas Capek, The Cechs (Bohemians) in America. A Study of
their National, Cultural, Political, Social, Economic and Religious Life (Boston, 1920),
chap. vii; John S. Hejhal, “The Czechs in the Melting Pot: Americanization in Colfax
County, Nebraska, 1869-1959” (Master’s thesis, University of Wyoming, 1959); Joseph
Martinek, “Czechoslovakian Ingredient in the Melting Pot,” American Czechoslovak
Flashes, October 15, 1917, cited in R A. Schermerhorn, These Our People. Minorities in
Americon Culture (Boston, 1949), p. 620.



30 American Quarterly

The ordinary immigrants have sometimes had rather strange com-
panions in the pot. Carl Russell Fish did not hesitate to bring the Pilgrim
Fathers perilously close to a dunking, and he declared that their story
survived as a “vital spirit sweetening the melting pot.” Both labor and
religion have been in the pot, but one hopes that these inoffensive ab-
stractions were not part of the “slag” that George Creel complained of in
1922. It is perhaps poetic justice that Israel Zangwill was deposited in his
own pot, but the reader is brought up short at seeing the following head-
ing in an index: “Melting pot: children in.”?® It was suggested as early as
1912 that the universally-held conceit of national superiority be cast into
the melting pot, and in 1916 President Woodrow Wilson called for the
enlargement of the melting pot to include the whole world; therefore; it
is not surprising that Sisley Huddleston found “Europe in the Melting
Pot” in 1922.30 But however much the melting pot might be international-
ized, it still concerned Americans primarily as it related to this country
and its history. Looking into our past, Americans could see the melting
pot beginning to simmer in colonial Pennsylvania; it was still “simmering
gently” at the end of the War of 1812, but by the election of Andrew
Jackson in 1828 it had come to “full boil.” A century later the restrictive
laws of the 1920s were said to bring the “America of the Melting Pot” to
an end, and Henry Pratt Fairchild predicted with no regret that the sym-

bol was so battered that it would not be called into service by subsequent
writers.31

One of the principal reasons for the durable popularity of the melting
pot is that it brings before the mind’s eye a vivid picture, and one is al-
most irresistibly impelled to describe what he sees happening in and
around the pot. Once a person writes—or even thinks—*melting pot,” he

29 Fish, “The Pilgrim and the Melting Pot,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review,
VII (December 1920), 187-205; Roger Butterfield, The American Past (New York, 1947),
p- 228; Margaret Mead, “How Religion Fared in the Melting Pot,” in C. Kluckhohn et
al., Religion and Our Racial Tensions (Cambridge, 1945), chap. iv; Creel, quoted in
Higham, Strangers in the Land, p. 277; Zangwill in the Melting-Pot. Selections from
the Works of the Author, ed. Elsie E. Morton (London, n.d.); Bessie Bloom Wessel, 4n
Ethnic Survey of Woonsocket, Rhode Island (Chicago, 1931), p. 289.

30 Percy S. Grant, “American Ideals and Race Mixture,” North American Review,
CXCV (April 1912), 514; The New Democracy. Presidential Messages, Addresses, and
Other Papers (1913-1917), Vol. 1V of The Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson, eds. Ray
Stannard Baker and William E. Dodd (6 vols; New York, 1925-27), 180-81; Huddleston,
“Europe in the Melting Pot,” Atlantic Monthly, CXXX (1922), 414-20.

81 Wood, Pennsylvania Germans, p. 17; Marcus L. Hansen, The Atlantic Migration,
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is caught. Only the strongest can resist the temptation to embellish the
image, and there are few phenomena of nature which have been more
comprehensively reported than the workings of the melting pot. It is, for
instance, obvious that a melting pot requires a fire; but what kind of fire?
In the play, David Quixano called it a “purging flame,” and Zangwill
later spoke of the melting pot burning off at the top while new material
was added at the bottom. Woodrow Wilson saw the need for a “fire of
pure passion” around the crucible, while Max Farrand pointed out that
it worked best when the fires were kept at “forced draught”; a reviewer
of a recent book on Polish Americans declared, however, that the fire
could be cooled by “the winds of action of . . . patriotic immigrant
societies.” 32

Even greater efforts of the literary imagination have been expended in
describing the action and contents of the melting pot. David Quixano
contributed a number of images: he described the pot as roaring, bub-
bling, stirring, seething, melting and fusing. Although this might seem to
furnish an adequate picture, it proved quite superficial. Other writers
have shown that the pot also simmers, boils, ferments, devours, curdles
and coagulates. Furthermore, a critical West Coast observer was able to
penetrate the vapors of the melting pot to see the “yellow froth” that de-
filed it; and, unhappily, the pot was not without both “scum” and
“dross.”’38

Confronting the image of a great melting pot, one could appropriately
take a variety of actions. One could, for example, keep watch over it, be-
come concerned about its capacity or draw lessons from it. For the person
who desired a more active role, it was possible to stir the pot; but this had
to be done cautiously since there was the danger of overtaxing it, and
cracks had been detected. Some observers spoke of the need to make sure
that the melting pot really melted its contents, especially when the cold
draughts of World War I blew across the Atlantic and caused the con-
tents of the pot to recrystallize, with dangerous lines of fracture appear-

82 Zangwill, Melting-Pot, p. 199; Literary Digest, XLVIII (February 28, 1914), 425;
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ing between ethnic masses.3* Occasionally a writer would call attention to
the need for forms into which the molten contents might be poured, but
unfortunately a good deal of vagueness enveloped the subject of what
was to come from the melting pot. David Quixano foresaw a “superman”
emerging from the crucible, while President Wilson would settle for “the
fine gold of untainted Americanism” as a product; a hostile critic feared
that a new language was supposed to “steam forth” from the pot. Many
more, of course, were uneasily aware that the melting pot could fail com-
pletely; some even claimed that it did not exist.3

The fact that the melting pot symbol has been used so often and in so
many ways does not mean that it has won universal acceptance as the
most satisfactory symbol for the process of ethnic adjustment and inter-
action in America. Indeed, it has been called a “startlingly bad” symbol,3¢
and a great number of alternatives have been suggested, many of them
consciously offered as replacements for the melting pot. In the play, Zang-
will used the term “crucible” as a synonym for “melting pot,” but it has
never led an independent life as a symbol—it remains merely a synonym.
George R. Stewart suggested the term “transmuting pot” as a clarifying
replacement for “melting pot”; he feels that “transmuting pot” is better
because it specifies that the immigrants are on the whole changed into tra-
ditional Americans instead of producing a new and exotic national type.37
Other alternatives to the melting pot can be grouped in five rough classi-
fications:

1. Culinary. It is probably indicative of something about our national
character that culinary symbolism supplies more replacements for the
melting pot than any other source. In one of the more graphic examples,
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Karl E. Meyer likens America to a pressure-cooker rather than a melting
pot, and other writers have suggested stew, soup, salad or salad bowl,
and mixing bowl as alternatives.38

2. Color. Other images suggest light or color in some way. America has
been compared to a flower garden containing various blossoms (ethnic
groups) of different color, size, fragrance and so on. The country has also
been called a mosaic, a kaleidoscope and a cultural rainbow. Emily Green
Balch, a respected student of immigration, suggested the metaphor of
“irradiation” to describe the way in which various ethnic groups interact
with each other and their American surroundings.3?

3. Musical. Two metaphors relate to music. In advocating his “federa-
tion of nationalities” idea, Horace Kallen suggested visualizing America
as an orchestra rather than as a melting pot because in an orchestra in-
individuals and small groups work together to produce a harmony of
sound from a variety of different instruments. Another writer described
America as containing a host of different nationalities who were engaged
in a stately and formal dance: America was “The Choir Dance of the Na-
tions.” 40

4. Mechanical. For a gadget-minded people, we have been quite un-
imaginative in suggesting mechanical metaphors for the nation and what
is going on in it. The most explicitly mechanistic symbol is that of a weav-
ing machine which combines different elements into one fabric. This
metaphor was mentioned by Fairchild in 1926 with the note that prob-
ably no one had ever heard of it. Denis Brogan has much more recently
suggested that America resembles a pipeline where a number of different
elements are all racing along in the same direction, but with little inter-
action between them.4!
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5. Derogatory. At least four alternative symbols are unmistakably insult-
ing to the immigrants who came to America and are in the process of as-
similation. In 1921, George Creel asked whether “dumping ground” was
not a more fitting metaphor than the melting pot, and five years later
Henry Pratt Fairchild declared flatly that: “If we must have a symbol for
race mixture, much more accurate than the figure of the melting pot is
the figure of the village pound.” Fairchild later added two other symbols
to the derogatory category when he compared America to a catch-basin
and a cul-de-sac for immigrants.*2

If we turn from the symbolic to the theoretical melting pot we en-
counter more disagreement; indeed, it would be more correct to speak of
“theories” of the melting pot because there are almost as many versions
of the theory as there are embellishments of the symbol. The main diffi-
culty in pinning down the theory is that many writers simply refer to “the
melting pot theory” as though the figure of speech itself conveyed a clear
and univocally understandable concept which requires no further defini-
tion; the symbol, in other words, is assumed to be a theory. The melting
pot may be an example of “concrete symbolism,” as Zangwill put it,*3 but
it is hardly precise enough to constitute a “theory”; a theory of the melt-
ing pot should spell out just what is meant by the melting of various
elements together and how it takes place. Unfortunately, few who speak
of the melting pot theory do this; usually one must infer what the theory
is thought to be from the way the symbol is handled.

The most fundamental ambiguity in the melting pot as a symbol and
the point of greatest confusion in the theory is whether the immigrant
only is changed, or whether America, the host society, is also changed by
the processes of the melting pot. Does the theory imply that the entire
make-up of American life is inevitably changed exactly in proportion to
the quantity of the various immigrant ingredients thrown into the pot,
as George R. Stewart seems to believe; or is Lawrence Frank Pisani correct
in thinking that only the immigrants, the ingredients in the pot, are af-
fected by the melting process? A closely related and equally basic question
is: does the melting pot receive immigrants, strip them of their cultural
heritage and make old-style, Anglo-Saxon Americans of them; or does it
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combine the immigrants with the native Americans in a new amalgam
embodying the best qualities of both elements? Here again one can find
diametrically opposed answers; in at least one case the contradictory
versions were both advanced in the same book.#

There are several other points of confusion about the melting pot
theory. Does it refer to biological “blending,” that is, intermarriage, or
does it refer to cultural assimilation? Is the theory to be understood as
descriptive, or prescriptive; does it show us how a process is taking place,
or tell us how to further the action of that process? There is also disagree-
ment about the relationship of the melting pot theory to the Americaniza-
tion movement of the World War I period: one writer asserts that the
Americanization movement was an outgrowth of “the philosophy under-
lying the melting pot theory,” but another claims that it was a repudia-
tion of the laissez-faire approach of the “melting-pot idea.” It is suggestive
of the confusion surrounding the melting pot as a theory that Horace
Kallen, who devoted much energy to attacking the melting pot, has re-
cently been hailed for his vision in discerning what “so many others of
us refused to see and to feel, . . . that our country is a true melting-pot.”’45

There are two general considerations that help to account for the con-
fusion that arose about the meaning of the expression “the melting pot”:
the first of these concerns the play by Zangwill; the other, the subsequent
use of the expression by persons who interpreted it in different ways.

Because the expression is so closely connected with Zangwill’s play, one
looks to The Melting-Pot to discover the theory of immigrant assimilation
which is dramatized there. It is, as we have seen, possible to draw some
inferences about Zangwill’s ideas on immigrant assimilation from the
play; nevertheless, the fact that it was criticized by native American and
immigrant spokesmen for opposite reasons indicates that a dramatic pres-
entation is not a satisfactory method of conveying in unequivocal terms
and adequate detail a theory about so complex a process as immigrant
assimilation. Furthermore, Zangwill was primarily concerned in the play
with Jewish assimilation in America, and his treatment therefore concen-
trates on this one relatively small, and particularly complicated, aspect
of the larger problem, thus introducing other elements of uncertainty.
In short, Zangwill’s play did not provide a comprehensive statement of
any theory of immigrant adjustment, and it was natural that such
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“theory” as was presented there should be interpreted differently by dif-
ferent persons.

What Zangwill did was to restate dramatically many of the imprecise
traditional notions about America’s absorptive power and supply a new
symbol which soon gained widespread popularity. As a symbol, the melt-
ing pot could be freighted with any one of a number of meanings depend-
ing upon the view of immigration and assimilation held by those who
used it. Those favorably disposed toward free immigration, and confident
of America’s assimilative power, might interpret the melting pot to mean
that the nation could continue to receive immigrants, absorb them in
some unspecified fashion, and profit from the diverse cultural traits which
they added to the national composite. To those less favorably disposed,
and less confident, the melting pot could symbolize a more purposeful
process of purging away the inherited culture of the immigrant and
remolding him into an old-line, Anglo-Saxon American with all the
approved habits, attitudes and beliefs.

An example of the former attitude is Percy Stickney Grant’s article on
“American Ideals and Race Mixture,” which appeared in the North
American Review in 191246 in answer to an alarmist view of ““The Future
of American Ideals” by the restrictionist, Prescott F. Hall. Grant argued
that “Fusion is the law of progress,” and that America would be streng-
thened by the acceptance and assimilation of new and vigorous strains in
the national mixture. He was sympathetic to the immigrant throughout,
and concluded his discussion by quoting approvingly the “familiar words
of Israel Zangwill” on the virtues of “the great Melting Pot.” Within a
few years, however, the outbreak of the war in Europe and its reverbera-
tions in this country caused attitudes toward the melting pot to shift
drastically. The tolerant and optimistic view that it was automatically
working to produce a new and better American declined sharply, and the
conviction grew that it was the function of the melting pot to make
immigrants into patriotic Americans after the pattern of the Americans
who got here first.

The return of thousands of immigrants who were reservists in the
armies of the belligerents, the burst of war enthusiasm on the part of
those who remained and the growing bitterness of various ethnic groups
shocked many Americans by revealing the strength of the ties that bound
the immigrants to their homelands. Most of the anxiety was centered on
the German-Americans, but there was a more generalized suspicion that
the nation could not count on the undivided loyalty of the entire immi-
grant population. In these circumstances, the movement to Americanize

46 CXCV (April 1912), 513-25.
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the immigrant which had gotten under way before the war was given a
powerful new impetus, and there was much talk of heating the melting
pot, stirring it and “our bounden duty to keep our eye” on it.#7 “Put
baldly,” wrote a contemporary student, “the devotees of the crude, current
notion of the ‘melting pot,” bid America take the immigrant . . . strip
him of his cultural heritage, throw him into the great cauldron, stir the
pot vigorously, speak the magic word ‘Americanization’ and through the
mystic vapors would rise the newly created ‘American.’ ” 48

As American nationalism mounted during the war and immediate
postwar period, this view of the melting pot became almost unalterably
fixed, and the American whom the pot was supposed to produce con-
formed more and more to the stereotype of the “100 percent American.”
In 1919 two critics of this attitude satirized it by imagining a “keeper of
the melting pot” who addresses the immigrants as follows: “Jump into the
caldron, and behold! You emerge new creatures, up-to-date, with new
customs, habits, traditions and ideals. Immediately you will become like
us; the taint will disappear. . . . You will become full-fledged Americans.
The magic process is certain. . . .” 4? This, to be sure, is exaggerated, but
consideration of the melting pot pageant of the Ford Motor Company’s
school for its immigrant employees suggests that the keeper’s speech did
not fundamentally misrepresent the expectations of some Americans. In
one version, the pageant features a “Ford English School Melting Pot”
perhaps seven to eight feet in height and ten to twelve in diameter; the
legend E Pluribus Unum appears above the bail of the pot. A number of
immigrants, dressed in native costume and carrying placards showing their
country of origin, descend into the center of the pot from the rear; the
transmogrified “new Americans” appear in two lines on the steps leading
up and over the rim on either side. Gone now are the beards and ker-
chiefs! All are dressed stiffly in business suits and bear in one hand a
scroll—presumably their naturalization papers—and in the other, a small
American flag. According to some reports, the Americanized immigrants
sang the national anthem as they left the pot, and one observer suspected
that each carried an Eversharp pencil in his pocket.5°
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