
 

 

Chapter V 

E Pluribus Unum? The Myth of the Melting Pot  

1. WHY THE MELTING POT? 

Imagine if you can, my dear friend, a society comprising all the nations of the 

world: English, French, German. […] All people having different languages, 

beliefs, and opinions. In short, a society without roots, without memories, 

without prejudices, without routines, without common ideas, without national 

character. […] What ties these very diverse elements together? What makes a 

people of all this? 

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE TO ERNEST DE CHABROL, JUNE 9, 1831 

Was it not possible, then, to think of the evolving American society not 

simply as a slightly modified England but rather as a totally new blend, 

culturally and biologically, in which the stocks and folkways of Europe were, 

figuratively speaking, indiscriminately mixed in the political pot of the 

emerging nation and melted together by the fires of American influence and 

interaction into a distinctly new type? 

MILTON GORDON, ASSIMILATION IN AMERICAN LIFE 

A widely known rendering of the melting pot idea is the phrase E Pluribus 
Unum, on which the US Department of the Treasury provides the following 
information: 

The motto “E Pluribus Unum” was first used on our coinage in 1795, when the reverse of 

the half-eagle ($5 gold) coin presented the main features of the Great Seal of the United 

States. “E Pluribus Unum” is inscribed on the Great Seal’s scroll. The motto was added to 

certain silver coins in 1798, and soon appeared on all of the coins made out of precious 

metals (gold and silver). In 1834, it was dropped from most of the gold coins to mark the 

change in the standard fineness of the coins. In 1837, it was dropped from the silver coins, 
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marking the era of the Revised Mint Code. An Act of February 12, 1873 made the inscrip-

tion a requirement of law upon the coins of the United States. 

“E Pluribus Unum” does appear on all coins currently being manufactured. The motto 

means “Out of Many, One,” and probably refers to the unity of the early States. (US 

Department of the Treasury website; cf. also below) 

Illustration 1: Great Seal of the United States 

Wikimedia Commons (Web, 4 May 2014). 

E Pluribus Unum is also engraved on the globe at the feet of the Statue of Free-
dom, the classical female allegorical figure at the top of the US Capitol dome. It 
can be regarded as an unofficial motto of the United States, and has become a 
standard manifestation of the melting pot myth, which more than any other foun-
dational myth evokes a vision of national unity and cohesion through participa-
tion in a harmonious, quasi-organic community that offers prospective members 
a second chance and a new beginning and molds them into a new ‘race,’ a new 
people. Whereas the myths discussed in the preceding chapters (Columbus, 
Pocahontas, the Pilgrims and Puritans, and the Founding Fathers) established a 
‘usable past’ for the nation and commemorated heroic figures of ‘new world’ be-
ginnings, the melting pot, just as the myths discussed in the remaining chapters 
(the West and the self-made man), is a myth about the making of American 
society. In its dominant version, it envisions the US in a state of perpetual 
change and transformation that is partly assimilation, partly regeneration, and 



E PLURIBUS UNUM? THE MYTH OF THE MELTING POT | 259 

partly emergence, and emphasizes the continuous integration of difference ex-
perienced by both immigrant and longer-established sections of the population. 
As imagined communities (cf. Benedict Anderson’s book of the same title), 
nations not only need narratives of origin, but also narratives of their future – in 
the case of the US, which looked upon itself as a nation of immigrants, such a 
forward-looking narrative needed to address how differences of origin and 
descent could be transcended, and the melting pot seemed to be the perfect 
model to describe the particular composition of US society: 

In general, the cluster of ideas [surrounding the melting pot] included the belief that a new 

nation, a new national character, and a new nationality were forming in the United States 

and that the most heterogeneous human materials could be taken in and absorbed into this 

nationality. (Gleason, Speaking 5)  

Of course, from the beginning, the melting pot has been seen as an ambiguous 
symbol of American unity; it has been looked upon as a myth providing 
cohesion and a sense of evolving Americanness on the one hand, and as an in-
strument of forced acculturation and violent assimilation on the other. Several 
questions suggest themselves when assessing this myth: Who is in the ‘pot’ and 
who is doing the ‘melting’? What exactly is melted down? Which elements 
would prove to be resilient or dominant in the process, and with what result? In 
my discussion of the melting pot myth, I will point to narrative variations, iconic 
symbolizations, and ritualistic practices that have shaped it across time. This 
reconstruction reveals, as we will see, that the melting pot myth emerges from a 
rather confused discourse: the melting pot has been used, first, as a phrase with 
which historical developments in the US have been described and projected into 
the future; it has been used, second, as a normative concept in order to affirm the 
melting pot at various moments in American history; and it has been used, third, 
as an analytic term in order to study cultural, social, and demographic processes 
in American society. These three different modes (descriptive, normative, and 
analytical) are usually not properly distinguished, which at times makes it diffi-
cult to keep them apart; normative frameworks in particular often appropriate a 
descriptive mode and/or immunize themselves against criticism by pretending to 
be analytical. The melting pot in all three modes (as history, program, and 
analytical category) appears to be infused with an exceptionalist logic and a civil 
religious dimension that invariably reinforce its mythic quality. Melting pot 
rhetoric often describes the overcoming of cultural and national differences in 
general, but at times it more specifically is about racial, religious, or class dif-
ferences. These oscillations and variations contribute to the elasticity of the myth 
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even as they often render discussions of the melting pot quite ambiguous and 
contradictory. 

In what follows, I will sketch several phases in the making, remaking, and 
unmaking of the myth of the melting pot. First, I will trace melting pot myth-
making from the foundational phase of the United States in the second half of 
the 18th century, during which a number of now canonical texts articulated this 
myth in powerful ways, all the way through the 19th century. Second, I will 
address Israel Zangwill’s play The Melting Pot (1908) in some detail, as it is a 
singularly important narrative of melting pot rhetoric and aesthetic and as such 
will serve as a touchstone for subsequent discussions of the myth of the melting 
pot. Third, I will reconstruct responses to the myth in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, a period in which it became a central reference point for discussions of 
immigration and America’s future and a highly contested metaphor of Progres-
sivist thinking that was attacked from different positions on the political spec-
trum – from advocates of cultural pluralism on the left as well as from advocates 
of eugenics on the right. Fourth, I will look at sections of the population that 
have been regularly excluded by melting pot rhetoric: minority groups such as 
Native Americans, African Americans, and Asian Americans. If nation-building 
is intricately intertwined with racialization (cf. Weinbaum, “Nation”), then the 
melting pot metaphor – despite its ostensibly inclusivist orientation – implies 
exclusionary practices, just as any other model that constructs a homogenous 
national body from a racially diverse population. Debates around forms of 
“American Apartheid” (cf. Massey and Denton’s book of the same title), taboos 
on miscegenation, and a new emphasis on religious difference within the melting 
pot discourse also need to be addressed in this section. Fifth, I will turn to the 
post-World War II period in order to show how the melting pot controversies 
were continued and renewed in the wake of the social protest movements and 
new immigration legislation in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in discussions 
of Nathan Glazer and Patrick Moynihan’s by now classic study Beyond the 
Melting Pot (1963). I will then outline how more recent discussions of the melt-
ing pot have been informed by notions of multiculturalism and ethnic diversity. 
In recent years, we have also seen a (re)turn to models of assimilation (cf. e.g. 
Salins, Assimilation) which often affirm and rehash older, rather conservative 
positions; at the same time, alternatives to the melting pot such as the mosaic, 
the salad bowl, cultural hybridity, etc. have been discussed in American studies 
and postcolonial studies scholarship.  

The melting pot myth thus has been used in very different ways and for 
different political purposes. It has been the subject of sociological discussions as 
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well as of immigrant love stories; it is a model of literary aesthetics as well as a 
metaphor for change and hybridity, and it is also at the core of some strands of 
utopian thinking. Above all, one might say that it is a myth of cultural mobility 
and cultural sharing. Despite having lost mainstream popularity in recent years, 
melting pot rhetoric still enjoys some currency, as the issues that the melting pot 
myth tackles – i.e., processes of voluntary or coerced political, social, and/or cul-
tural integration – are still on the agenda. In fact, recent scholarship stresses the 
“ideological variability of the melting pot” (Wilson, Melting-Pot Modernism 7) 
and identifies it with the first cultural turn in American history (cf. ibid. 198). 
However, the notion of culture and society that the metaphor of the melting pot 
conjures up remains problematic and does not lend itself easily to ideological 
rearticulations: alloying, the metaphor’s source, always involves a primary con-
stituent into which the other constituents are dissolved. Literalizing the melting 
pot metaphor thus points to built-in asymmetries, limitations, and pitfalls of the 
concept which the foundational and exceptionalist version of the myth has often 
successfully managed to camouflage. 

2. “WHAT THEN IS THE AMERICAN, THIS NEW MAN?” 

The bosom of America is open to the oppressed and persecuted of all Nations 

and Religions. […] Whereas by an intermixture with our people, they, or their 

descendants, get assimilated to our customs, measures and laws: in a word, 

soon become one people. 

GEORGE WASHINGTON 

The time […] is anticipated when the language, manners, customs, political 

and religious sentiments of the mixed mass of the people who inhabit the 

United States, shall have become so assimilated, as that all nominal 

distinctions shall be lost in the general and honourable name of Americans. 

JEDIDIAH MORSE, THE AMERICAN UNIVERSAL GEOGRAPHY 

The first author to be credited with describing American society as a melting pot 
is John Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur (1735-1813) (cf. Sollors, Beyond Eth-
nicity 75), a French aristocrat who emigrated to North America in 1755. While 
back in Europe in 1782, he arranged for the publication of his Letters from an 
American Farmer in London, which is the key text for tracing the history and 
origin of the melting pot myth and may very well be looked upon as “the first 
sustained attempt by a European-born writer to define Americanness” (Moore, 
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Introduction ix). The Letters consist of semi-autobiographical accounts of rural 
life in 18th-century America, American flora and fauna, politics, family life, and 
culture; but most noteworthy in the context of my discussion of the melting pot 
myth is Crèvecoeur’s description of the ‘American’ in the third letter: 

What then is the American, this new man? He is either an European, or the descendant of 

an European, hence that strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other country. 

I could point out to you a family whose grandfather was an Englishman, whose wife was 

Dutch, whose son married a French woman, and whose present four sons have now four 

wives of different nations. He is an American, who leaving behind him all his ancient 

prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, 

the new government he obeys, and the new rank he holds. He becomes an American by 

being received in the broad lap of our great Alma Mater. Here individuals of all nations 

are melted into a new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great 

changes in the world. (43) 

Crèvecoeur envisions the ‘melting’ of distinct Western and Northern European 
‘races’ (French, German, Dutch, and Scandinavian) into a new American one. 
He “uses the word ‘new’ seventeen times in letter 3, often in company with such 
words as metamorphosis, regeneration and resurrection” (Sollors, Beyond Eth-
nicity 75; cf. Nye, American Literary History 157). At various points in his let-
ters, Crèvecoeur also includes Native Americans in his melting pot, a fact that 
has often been omitted in standard interpretations of the Letters. In a recent 
edition of Crèvecoeur’s writings, we find the following description (rendered in 
the original version in which he wrote it): 

the Sweed the low the high dutch the French the English the scotch the Irish, Leaving 

behind them their National Prejudices soon Imbibe those of the new country they are 

come to Inhabit, they mix with Eachother or with the Natives as conveniency or chance 

may direct. (More Letters 137) 

Whereas Native Americans became more and more identified in public dis-
courses of the 18th and 19th centuries with savagery (in contradistinction to the 
‘civilized’ white Europeans) and were thus increasingly excluded from white-
authored melting pot visions of the future American (along with African Ameri-
cans and Asian Americans), in Crèvecoeur’s account of America/nization they 
are (still) included (albeit in a homogenized fashion). ‘Mixing with each other 
and with the Natives,’ Europeans are transformed into Americans by a process of 
biological hybridization that is invested in a heteronormative ideology of repro-
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duction. Concerning the relations between Europeans and Native Americans, 
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) in a similar vein and around the same time pro-
poses “to let our settlements and theirs meet and blend together, to intermix, and 
become one people [i]ncorporating themselves with us as citizens of the U.S.” 
(To Benjamin Hawkins Washington). Jefferson’s semantics of ‘blending’ comes 
close to ‘melting’ and indicates the potential he sees for a kind of ‘new race,’ a 
potential that is also expounded by other founding fathers (George Washington, 
for instance; cf. this section’s first epigraph). In fact, “several prominent south-
erners in the eighteenth century proclaimed intermarriage the solution to the 
Indian problem” (Dippie, Vanishing 260). However, Jefferson’s utopian “vision 
of interracial nationhood” (Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire 52) is ambivalent as it also 
prefigures and accepts the dissolution of the Native Americans and their cultures 
through racial mixing; ultimately, he did not favor the melting pot as an all-
embracing model but instead argued for “the separation, or elimination, of 
disparate ethnic groups – Indians and blacks – who refused to disappear through 
civilization and assimilation, or were, in his view, incapable of participating as 
citizens in the republic” (Anthony Wallace, Jefferson 338). Today, Jefferson is 
seen as both “the scholarly admirer of Indian character, archaeology, and lan-
guage and as the planner of cultural genocide, the architect of the removal 
policy, the surveyor of the Trail of Tears” (ibid. vii). When he tells the chiefs of 
the Upper Cherokee that “your blood will mix with ours” (qtd. in Roger Ken-
nedy, “Jefferson” 105), it is not quite clear whether this is meant as a promise or 
a threat. In later scholarship, this vision will be explicitly connected to Anglo-
American plans to annihilate the Native population through racial mixing. 
According to the phrenologist Charles Caldwell (1772-1853), the “only efficient 
scheme to civilize the Indians is to cross the breed” (qtd. in Haskins, History 
111). This view was also shared by Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-1881), the 
founding figure of American anthropology, who noted that “the only way to 
tame him [the Indian] is to put in the white blood” (qtd. in Bieder, Science 225; 
cf. also Eggan, “Lewis H. Morgan”), and by cartographer and geologist John 
Wesley Powell, who thought that “mixing blood” was a way to avoid “spilling 
blood” and spoke out in favor of “rapid amalgamation” (qtd. in Dippie, Vanish-
ing 248). As Brian Dippie points out, amalgamation fit very well with the larger 
programmatic notion of the ‘vanishing Indian:’ “Assimilation would effect the 
same end as extermination and more insidiously and more surely because it an-
nihilates without raising a sword or a murmur of protest” (Vanishing 244). The 
notions of ‘melting’ and miscegenation in this melting pot design thus point to 
and justify what amounts to extermination policies – or what Matthew Jacobson 
in a different context has termed “malevolent assimilation” (cf. his essay of the 
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same title, esp. 154) – that were part of what white colonizers liked to call their 
‘civilizing mission’ (cf. Bieder, Science 226, 231-33). 

Echoes of the melting pot myth as a foundational narrative of the American 
experience and as an American ideal reverberate beyond Crèvecoeur’s articula-
tion of the idea of the melting pot and Jefferson’s half-hearted (or even disingen-
uous) embrace of a mixed-race future America in essays, poetry, and historical 
works by a number of writers in 19th-century North America. These texts prefig-
ure the immigration debate that was to gain momentum in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries through melting pot imagery – referred to by this or any other 
name – that is often ambiguous, idiosyncratic, and impressionistic. Most of these 
articulations of the melting pot take a top-down rather than a bottom-up per-
spective and display the same kind of inherent tension and volatility that we have 
found in Jefferson and, to a lesser extent, in Crèvecoeur, especially as to ques-
tions of inclusion and exclusion and the potential or problems anticipated in the 
process of mixing. Whereas we can note that “[b]y the middle of the nineteenth 
century it was widely accepted in America that the nation had a cosmopolitan 
origin and that the unifying element of American nationalism for the time being 
was neither a common past, nor common blood, but the American Idea” and that 
“[t]he motto of American nationalism – E Pluribus Unum – stresses the ideal of 
unity that will arise out of diversity” (Lissak, Pluralism 2), the perspectives on 
just how this ideal was to be achieved varied greatly and were mostly incon-
clusive. 

Philosopher and poet Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) is among the Ameri-
can writers of the 19th century who are often considered to be proponents of the 
melting pot. References to Emerson’s usage of the (s)melting pot metaphor are 
linked to the following passage from a journal entry:  

Man is the most composite of all creatures. […] Well, as in the old burning of the Temple 

at Corinth, by the melting and intermixture of silver and gold and other metals a new 

compound more precious than any, called Corinthian brass, was formed; so in this conti-

nent, – asylum of all nations, the energy of Irish, Germans, Swedes, Poles, and Cosacks, 

and all the European tribes, – of the Africans, and of the Polynesians, – will construct a 

new race, a new religion, a new state, a new literature, which will be as vigorous as the 

new Europe which came out of the smelting pot of the Dark Ages, or that which earlier 

emerged from the Pelasgic and Etruscan barbarism. La Nature aime les croisements. 

(Entry 119, Journals Vol. 9, 299-300) 
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Emerson includes Europeans, Africans, and even Polynesians, but no Native 
Americans in his version of the melting pot. Although he seems to champion 
racial and cultural amalgamation and thus to contest notions of racial and cul-
tural purity, as with Crèveceour and Jefferson, we need to look beyond the 
canonized passage quoted above to get a fuller sense of Emerson’s ‘smelting 
pot;’ his American ‘Corinthian brass’ is informed as much by cultural exchange 
as by processes (and theories) of natural selection. Emerson’s conceptualization 
of the “genius of the American race” is referred to by Luther Luedtke in an over-
all assessment of his oeuvre as harboring a “eugenics of American nationhood” 
(“Ralph Waldo Emerson” 7). While Emerson clearly speaks out against nativist 
and anti-immigration polemics, he also writes in a Darwinist spirit that “the At-
lantic is a sieve” (qtd. in ibid. 10) through which immigrants on their passage to 
America are filtered to sort out the ‘unfit.’ Even though he refers to “the legend 
of pure races” (Emerson, “Race” 49) and to the fact that “all our experience is of 
the gradation and resolution of races” (ibid. 50), he still clings to a strict racial 
hierarchy: in reference to the chapter titled “Race” in his English Traits, Luedtke 
holds that for Emerson, “the emergence of higher forms of human life entailed 
not only the hybridization of races but also the extinction of existentially inferior 
forms” (“Ralph Waldo Emerson” 8; cf. also Nicoloff, Emerson 46-47), and John 
Carlos Rowe has pointed to Emerson’s complicity in mid-19th-century discourses 
of race as well (cf. At Emerson’s Tomb). Reading Emerson with Jefferson thus 
may shed light on why Native Americans are not mentioned in his smelting pot 
vision: Even though Emerson’s metaphor of (s)melting is often placed in a 
smooth continuum between Crèvecoeur in the late 18th and Zangwill in the early 
20th century, it reveals on closer inspection that it is based as much on processes 
of cultural transformation as on the discourses of biological determinism increas-
ingly popular and accepted at that time.  

In many ways, Emerson’s vision is reflected in the works of Walt Whitman 
(1819-1892), whose writing has been credited as exemplifying the American 
melting pot by way of a “a new language” and “a new literary idiom appropriate 
to what Whitman saw as uniquely American experiences” (Archambeau, “Immi-
grant Languages” 79). In his preface to the 1855 edition of his magnum opus 
Leaves of Grass, Whitman refers to “the Americans of all nations” as a “race of 
races” and to the United States as not merely a nation but “the nation of many 
nations” (22). However, Whitman employs different melting pot metaphors in 
the various versions of Leaves of Grass: in the 1855 version, the speaker ad-
dresses the American “[o]f every hue and trade and rank, of every caste and re-
ligion, [n]ot merely of the New World but of Africa Europe or Asia” (23), while 
in the last version, now titled “Song of Myself” and newly organized in sections, 
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the speaker describes himself as an American “[o]f every hue and caste […], [o]f 
every rank and religion, [a] farmer, mechanic, artist, gentleman, sailor, quaker, 
[p]risoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest” (87). Clearly, the 1855 
text is more open and inclusive than the 1881 version, to which Whitman added 
a somewhat nativist streak: “Born here of parents born here from parents the 
same, and their parents the same” (71). The melting pot rhetoric is less radical in 
this final version, which stresses American sameness rather than immigrant dif-
ference. This change can be read as an indication of the larger ideological shift 
toward nativism in the period of mass immigration from Europe. Whitman’s 
final version of his famous poem, then, appears to partially turn away from the 
melting pot idea and to emphasize an Ur-American genealogy. 

Toward the end of the 19th century several historians offered various models 
of national amalgamation, all of which relied to some degree on melting pot 
imagery for conceptualizing the transformation of immigrants from Europe. The 
historian Francis Parkman (1823-1893) contended that 

[s]ome races of men seem moulded in wax, soft and melting, at once plastic and feeble. 

Some races, like some metals, combine the greatest flexibility with the greatest strength. 

But the Indian is hewn out of a rock. You can rarely change the form without destruction 

of the substance. (Conspiracy 45) 

Racial difference thus figured prominently in Parkman’s explanation of the 
failure of the “wilderness melting pot” (Saveth, American Historians 102); in 
addition to the supposedly unchangeable Natives, Parkman also dismissed in no 
uncertain terms as not fit for progress Catholic groups, especially North Ameri-
cans of French descent.  

The jurist, historian, and statesman James Bryce (1838-1922), who served as 
British Ambassador to the United States from 1907 to 1913, states in his volu-
minous treatise on the US titled The American Commonwealth (1888): 

What strikes the traveller, and what the Americans themselves are delighted to point out, 

is the amazing solvent power which American institutions, habits, and ideas exercise upon 

newcomers of all races. […] On the whole we may conclude that the intellectual and 

moral atmosphere into which the settlers from Europe come has more power to assimilate 

them than their race qualities have power to change it. (Vol. 2 922-23) 

The image of America’s “solvent power” affirms once more the idea of ‘melting 
down’ racial difference, even if race here (as in many 19th-century texts) refers to 
European groups such as the Nordic, Iberic, Anglo-Saxon, Celtic, Slavic, or 
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Teutonic races (cf. Jacobson, Whiteness 7) rather than to ‘whites,’ African 
Americans, Native Americans, or Asian Americans. Over all, the 19th century 
largely consolidated a racialized version of the melting pot idea and with it “the 
institutionalization of a racial order that drew the color line around, rather than 
within, Europe” (Omi and Winant, Racial Formation 65). The melting pot myth 
thus seemingly describes but actually produces an implicit and highly normative 
conception of whiteness that has become more inclusive over time but at the 
same time also continued to be profoundly exclusivist. 

Following up on Bryce at the very end of the 19th century, historian Freder-
ick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) used the melting pot metaphor to describe pro-
cesses of Americanization at what he refers to as the ‘frontier.’ In his lecture on 
“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Turner suggests: 

The frontier promoted the formation of a composite nationality for the American people 

[…]. In the crucible of the frontier the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and 

fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics. 

The claim that this “amalgamation is destined to produce a new national stock” 
(ibid.) here is obviously used to assert US distinctness from England and to bol-
ster the notion of American exceptionalism. This new national stock, in which 
“no element remained isolated,” again relates mostly to European immigrants, 
even if Turner refers to “immigrants from all nations of the world.” Turner’s 
frontier thesis – to be addressed in more detail in the following chapter – echoes 
Crèvecoeur’s melting pot, yet Turner never mentions his name or quotes from 
his writings. By describing the frontier melting pot as a specifically rural phe-
nomenon, Turner programmatically shifts the site of Americanization from the 
Eastern Seaboard to the Midwest and thus positions the West at the center of the 
nation (later critics would turn to the American city as the major arena of 
assimilation processes).  

While historians, essayists, politicians, and poets in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries, as we have seen, referred in their appraisals and critiques of the melting pot 
idea to the mixing, (s)melting, and blending of differences in America in very 
different ways and often quite unspecifically, in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies, the melting pot emerged as a particularly prominent yet controversial and 
often very differently accentuated model to describe the potential effects of mass 
immigration. Turner (among others) was skeptical about the ‘melting’ of one 
immigrant group in particular: the Eastern European and, specifically, Jewish 
immigrants, since he saw them as a ‘city people’ who did not experience the 
transforming effects of the frontier in the same beneficial way as other immi-
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grant groups. In view of this assessment, it may seem ironic that it is a dramatic 
text by a Jewish (and British) author that at the beginning of the 20th century 
fuelled public debates on US national identity with its rendering of an urban 
melting pot scenario of mythic proportions. 

3. ISRAEL ZANGWILL’S THE MELTING POT: 

JEWISH IMMIGRANTS AND AMERICAN ALCHEMY 

[T]he real American has not yet arrived. He is only in the Crucible, I tell you 

– he will be the fusion of all races, perhaps the coming superman. 

ISRAEL ZANGWILL, THE MELTING POT  

In the passage quoted above, the protagonist of Israel Zangwill’s play The Melt-
ing Pot portrays the American experience as a process of amelioration through 
amalgamation out of which the future American will arise like a “superman.” 
Zangwill’s play widely popularized the idea of the melting pot and was “[a]d-
vertised as a ‘Drama of the Amalgamation of Races’” (Goldstein, Price 99); it 
opened in Washington, D.C. on October 5, 1908 in front of an audience that 
included then-president Theodore Roosevelt and his family. It ran for six months 
in Chicago and ran for 136 performances in New York in 1908 and 1909. 
Whereas theater critics at first had little enthusiasm for the play due to its senti-
mentalism, the audience flocked to it: “[T]he public crowded the performances 
[…]. It is a play of the people, touched with the fire of democracy, and lighted 
radiantly with the national vision” (review qtd. in Gleason, Speaking 7). From 
1909 until the US entered World War I in 1917, it was republished yearly and 
widely read in schools and colleges (cf. Browder, Slippery Characters 149). 

Israel Zangwill (1864-1926), the author of this huge success, was a play-
wright, journalist, essayist, and activist whose family emigrated from Czarist 
Russia and Poland to England. He was a central figure of Anglo-Jewish intel-
lectualism and politics and was considered by many as “an interpreter of Jewish 
life” (Nahshon, Prologue 3) but was also seen as a somewhat controversial figure 
within the Jewish community because of his marriage with non-Jewish British 
writer and feminist Edith Ayrton. When his play The Melting Pot premiered in 
Washington, Zangwill traveled to the US to be in the audience. 
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Illustration 2: Celebrating Assimilation? 

Cover of The Melting Pot: The Great American Drama 

by Israel Zangwill (1916). 

The Melting Pot, Zangwill’s best-known play, is a melodrama whose plot re-
volves around David Quixano, a Jewish-Russian musician who immigrates to the 
United States after his family has been killed in the Kishinev pogrom. In New 
York, he meets Vera Revendal, the daughter of wealthy Russian immigrants, 
who does charity work in a housing project; as their relationship progresses and 
they fall in love with each other, they learn that it was Vera’s father who had 
been responsible for the brutal murder of David’s family. At this point in the 
play, a shocked David leaves Vera, and it seems as if their budding relationship 
cannot overcome the trauma of the past: 

David (In low, icy tones): You cannot come to me. There is a river of blood between us. 

Vera: Were it seven seas, our love must cross them. […] 

David: Love! Christian love! For this I gave up my people – darkened the home that 

sheltered me – there was always a still, small voice at my heart calling me back, but I 
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heeded nothing – only the voice of the butcher’s daughter. Let me go home, let me go 

home. (347-9) 

Later on, David acknowledges that he has been wrong in rejecting Vera’s love 
and embraces the redemptive influence of melting pot America, which in the 
play acquires the aura of the Redeemer Nation so cherished in exceptionalist 
rhetoric: 

I preached of God’s Crucible, this great new continent that could melt up all race 

differences and vendettas, that could purge and recreate, and God tried me with his 

supremest test. He gave me a heritage from the Old World, hatred and vengeance and 

blood, and said, “Cast it all into my Crucible.” And I said, “Even thy Crucible cannot melt 

this hate, cannot drink up this blood.” And so I sat crooning over the dead past, gloating 

over the old bloodstains – I, the apostle of America, the prophet of the God of our 

children. (360) 

David interprets his tragic family history (Vera’s father having murdered his 
parents) as a trial used by God to put his faith to the test. By mastering this 
religious crisis, repenting his skepticism, and converting once more, and firmly, 
to the American creed, David’s faith in the melting pot is not only reassured but 
strengthened. In the last part of the play, David and Vera overcome the painful 
history of ‘old world’ anti-Semitism and make a new start in America; David 
creates a musical vision of melting pot America that moves the hearts of his 
immigrant audience, while Vera is “[m]elting at his touch” (315). The second 
chance offered to them by the American crucible does away with all past suffer-
ing and guilt and makes them literally new (cf. Browder, Slippery Characters). 

In discussions of the play, it is mostly its happy ending that is quoted as evi-
dence for its endorsement of melting pot ideology. The play concludes with the 
following lines: 

It is the fires of God round His Crucible. There she lies, the great Melting-Pot – listen! 

Can’t you hear the roaring and the bubbling? There gapes her mouth […] Yes, East and 

West, and North and South, the palm and the pine, the pole and the equator, the crescent 

and the cross – how the great Alchemist 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 the races and nations come to 

labour and look forward! Peace, peace, to all ye unborn millions, fated to fill this giant 

continent – the God of our children give you Peace. (362-63) 
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With these words, which echo Promised Land rhetoric, the doctrine of Manifest 
Destiny, American exceptionalism, and American civil religion, the play fades 
out after allowing a final glimpse of the torch of the Statue of Liberty in the 
background while a patriotic song is played. Thus, the final scene calls for 
unconditional identification with the US, reaching out to the audience on all 
available channels. 

Zangwill’s play thus has been read and canonized as a programmatic 
illustration and optimistic confirmation of the workings of the melting pot in 
American society which dramatizes the ‘new world’ as a place of new be-
ginnings that discounts the individual’s past and affirms that “old ethnic loyalties 
would diminish in the face of an inexorable process which emphasised those 
values that Americans held in common rather than those which kept them apart” 
(Campbell and Kean, American Cultural Studies 54). Rather than focusing mere-
ly on the assimilation of immigrants, “The Melting Pot made an explicit bid for a 
more expansive sense of U.S. nationhood” (Browder, Slippery Characters 150) 
and was seen as an affirmation of a universal ideology of cultural mixing and 
cultural change.  

Yet in contrast to this canonical reading of the play, it has been argued by 
some scholars that its conflict may be resolved a little too nicely at the end. Neil 
Shumsky for example finds the play’s rendering of the melting pot myth more 
complex than is generally acknowledged, and more ambivalent than the final 
scene suggests; he points out that the play “does not merely present the melting 
pot theory” (“Zangwill’s The Melting Pot” 36) but structurally calls into question 
the message of its ending. Shumsky sees the anti-climactic moment of the play 
in David’s ultimate moment of crisis when he finds out about the murder of his 
parents at the hands of Vera’s father and his belief in the melting pot is shaken. 
Vera affirms her love, but he cannot accept it; he is unable to eradicate the past 
and wants to go home. The melting pot is ‘only a dream:’ 

One could logically argue that The Melting Pot should end at this point. Its hero has 

admitted the futility of his dream and recognized that it cannot come true; but the play 

continues. It has a second conclusion which seems contrived and appears to contradict 

much of the play’s development. In this anticlimax, David and Vera have finally realized 

that their futures lie apart and seem reconciled to that fact. Then suddenly, and for no 

apparent reason, David begs her to stay. (Shumsky, “Zangwill’s The Melting Pot” 35) 

Shumsky’s reasoning that the play has two endings throws into doubt its 
ending’s unequivocal affirmation of the melting pot myth: what if the myth is a 
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dream? Who is dreaming it? And whose agency and interest propel the dream-
like vision? 

Scholars have further complicated the picture by pointing to the role of Ju-
daism in Zangwill’s The Melting Pot and have argued that the play is not so 
much about Americanization but about the future of the Jewish people in the 
diaspora. The question then is: Do the characters become Americanized or do 
they become Judaized? According to Biale, all Americans in The Melting Pot 
become “crypto-Jews” (“Melting Pot” 20); Vera Revendal in the beginning 
holds anti-Semitic attitudes but sheds her prejudices as the play continues – 
ultimately, she even wants to convert to Judaism for David’s sake. In so far as 
Vera feels that she should assume David’s cultural heritage, Zangwill’s play is a 
narrative of conversion rather than an affirmation of melting pot ideology. In 
discussing David with her father, she says that  

[I was] never absolutely sure of my love for him – perhaps that was why I doubted his 

love for me – often after our enchanted moments there would come a nameless uneasiness, 

some vague instinct, relic of the long centuries of Jew-loathing, some strange shirking 

from his Christless creed – […] But now, now, David, I come to you, and I say in the 

words of Ruth, thy people shall be my people and thy God my God! (347) 

Like Vera, the Quixano’s Irish Catholic maid Kathleen overcomes her prejudices 
against Jews, develops an appreciation for Jewish rituals, and even participates 
in them herself. Vera and Kathleen may serve as examples that the play prom-
inently engages with anti-Semitic prejudices and turns them around. Non-Jewish 
characters in The Melting Pot want to become (like) Jews rather than Americans, 
it has been argued: “Zangwill’s cosmopolitanism turned out to be something like 
a form of Jewish particularism” (Biale, “Melting Pot” 19). This way of reading 
the play would have been more acceptable to those Jewish American contem-
poraries of Zangwill who felt compelled to embrace the melting pot as a political 
strategy while in fact being opposed to intermarriage as a form of assimilation 
(cf. Goldstein, Price 101). 

The influence of The Melting Pot cannot be overstated: “[m]ore than any social 
or political theory, the rhetoric of Zangwill’s play shaped American discourse on 
immigration and ethnicity, including most notably the language of self-declared 
opponents of the melting-pot concept” (Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity 66). The 
melting pot concept echoed in ethnic and immigrant literature of the 1910s and 
1920s, a period in which nativist sentiments were on the rise as a reaction to 
mass immigration from Europe. Yet, the concept was neither uncontested, nor 
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did its appropriation always occur in the melodramatic mode of Zangwill’s play. 
Quite the contrary: we find a number of attempts to critique the metaphor by 
taking it more or less literally. Orm Øverland has shown how the melting pot as 
a symbol of assimilation was contested rather than whole-heartedly embraced in 
Scandinavian immigrant fiction (cf. Immigrant Minds), for example by Walde-
mar Ager (1869-1941), Norwegian immigrant and author of On the Way to the 
Melting Pot (1917), who describes the road toward assimilation as a process of 
loss, not of gain or liberation. Lars, the protagonist of the novel, is portrayed as 
assimilated and as culturally and socially impoverished at the same time; the 
process leading to that condition is described by another character in the book as 
follows:  

First they stripped away their love for their parents, then they sacrificed their love for the 

one they held most dear, then the language they had learned from mother, then their love 

for their childhood upbringing, for God and man, then the sounds they learned as children, 

then their memories, then the ideals of their youth – tore their heritage asunder little by 

little – and when one had hurled from his heart and mind everything which he had been 

fond of earlier, then there was a great empty void to be filled with love of self, selfishness, 

greed, and the like. […] Thus they readied themselves for the melting pot’s last great test. 

(197)  

And Lars’s employer, a factory manager, muses not without irony that “[h]e 
could not recall having seen a single typewriter, an electric motor, a usable 
sewing machine or piece of farm machinery wander into the melting pot” (173): 
obviously, valuable and fully functioning things would not be melted down. 
Perhaps it is not accidental that Ager’s critique of the melting pot was originally 
published in the Norwegian language for the thriving Norwegian American 
community and was translated into English only in 1995. In Ager’s view, “[t]he 
melting pot […] was primarily a metaphor of destruction, more about the killing 
of the old man than the creation of the new” (Øverland, “From Melting Pot” 53), 
a metaphor used “to denationalize those who are not of English descent” (ibid). 

Almost two decades later, another immigrant writer includes a very unusual 
melting pot image in his work: In the climactic scene of Henry Roth’s (1906-
1995) novel Call It Sleep (1934), the protagonist, a young Jewish immigrant by 
the name of David Schearl (another David), touches the electrified rail of the 
trolley tracks on Avenue D in New York’s East Village with a milk ladle, which 
results in “a surrealistic melting pot melange” (Sollors, Ethnic Modernism 140) 
accompanied by “lightning” and “radiance” (Roth, Call It Sleep 571). In literal-
izing the melting pot metaphor, David’s experience with electricity is cast as an 
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epiphany in the Joycean sense, as a moment of total presence: “[h]e views the 
electric current as if it were a divine power” (Sollors, Ethnic Modernism 141); 
David’s almost-fatal ‘melting’ however can be read more fruitfully as a personal 
rite de passage that gives his life another turn rather than as a ritual of Ameri-
canization. 

Ager and Roth are only two exemplary cases that show how the melting pot 
myth is criticized, perhaps even ridiculed, in the writings of first generation 
immigrants to the US; far beyond the realm of fiction, however, the melting pot 
becomes fiercely contested in debates on the future of US society in the Pro-
gressive Era, which will be discussed in the next section. 

4. CONTESTING THE MELTING POT: 

CULTURAL PLURALISM VS. RACIAL HYGIENE? 

America has believed that in differentiation, not in uniformity, lies the path of 

progress. 

LOUIS DEMBITZ BRANDEIS, “TRUE AMERICANISM” 

We in this country have been so imbued with the idea of democracy, or the 

equality of all men, that we have left out of consideration the matter of blood 

or natural inborn hereditary mental and moral differences. No man who 

breeds pedigreed plants and animals can afford to neglect this thing, as you 

know. 

HARRY H. LAUGHLIN 

In the face of more than 18 million immigrants entering the US between 1891 
and 1920, the idea of racial and cultural amalgamation was discussed contro-
versially by intellectuals as well as the public at large at that time. In these 
discussions, the melting pot concept provided a kind of middle ground between 
irreconcilable perspectives on the left and on the right: while liberals such as 
Horace Kallen and Randolph Bourne criticized the melting pot idea as a model 
of assimilation that led to homogenization and suggested alternative models 
geared toward ethno-cultural plurality and diversity instead, nativist anti-immi-
gration critics and specifically eugenicists such as Madison Grant and Theodore 
Lothrop Stoddard perceived the melting pot as an imminent threat to (Anglo-) 
American society, welcomed the restrictive immigration legislation that curtailed 
large-scale immigration in 1924, and called for measures to secure the ‘national 
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health’ on overtly racist grounds – proto-fascist notions of racial hygiene and 
racial purity are of central concern in their writings about American society. 

Kallen, Bourne, and others perceived the melting pot as a repressive concept 
rather than as “genuine assimilation to one another,” as John Dewey called it 
(qtd. in Wilson, Melting-Pot Modernism 14). Their critique of the melting pot as 
an ideology of Americanization grounded in coercive homogenization narrowly 
defined the melting pot as full assimilation to Anglo-Saxon culture. Horace Kal-
len (1882-1974), a Jewish American philosopher who had emigrated to the US 
as a child, proposed in his influential essay “Democracy versus the Melting-Pot” 
(1915) a democracy of various nationalities, a nation of nations, rather than a 
melting pot America: 

Thus “American civilization” may come to mean the perfection of the cooperative harmo-

nies of “European civilization” – the waste, the squalor, and the distress of Europe being 

eliminated – a multiplicity in a unity, an orchestration of mankind. As in an orchestra, 

every type of instrument has its specific timbre and tonality, founded in its substance and 

form; as every type has its appropriate theme and melody in the whole symphony, so in 

society each ethnic group is the natural instrument, its temper and culture may be its 

theme and melody, and the harmony and dissonances and discords of them all make the 

symphony of civilization. (116-17) 

Kallen argues that cultural pluralism (a term he has been credited with coining), 
ethnic affiliation, and national pride are indeed compatible; he envisions Ameri-
ca as a “nation of discrete nationalisms” and identifies ethnic diversity as “a na-
tional asset” (Hansen, Lost Promise 95) rather than seeing immigrants’ loyalties 
to their countries of origin as an obstacle to the national coherence of the US. To 
illustrate his position, Kallen repeatedly uses musical metaphors that he seems to 
have borrowed from Jane Addams’s 1892 essay “The Subjective Necessity for 
Social Settlements:” 

If you have heard a thousand voices singing in the Hallelujah Chorus in Handel’s 

“Messiah,” you have found that the leading voices could still be distinguished, but that the 

differences of training and cultivation between them and the voices of the chorus were lost 

in the unity of purpose and the fact that they were all human voices lifted by a high 

motive. This is a weak illustration of what a Settlement attempts to do. (25) 

Addams’s use of Händel’s oratorio to describe her settlement project Hull House 
is similar to the function of David’s American symphony in Zangwill’s The 
Melting Pot (which in fact has a non-fictional counterpart in Antonin Dvořák’s 
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Symphony No. 9, which he composed in the US in 1893 – popularly known as 
the New World Symphony, it has since become one of the most popular sympho-
nies in the romantic repertoire). That both advocates of cultural pluralism as well 
as melting pot advocates have used musical metaphors to stress the harmonious 
result of their respective approaches may be taken as indicative of how difficult 
it is at times to distinguish between the two positions. 

In a similar vein to Kallen, writer and intellectual Randolph Bourne (1886-
1918) argues in his essay “Trans-National America” (published in the Atlantic 
Monthly in July 1916) that Americanism should not be equated with Anglo-
Saxonism and that immigrants should retain their languages and customs: “What 
we emphatically do not want is that these distinctive qualities should be washed 
out into a tasteless, colorless fluid of uniformity,” he writes; immigrants “merge 
but they do not fuse.” Bourne holds that US society consists of “a unique 
sociological fabric” which would allow it to become a “federation of cultures.” 
Thus Bourne, like Kallen, criticizes the Anglo-Saxon elite for pushing their own 
culture as an American leitkultur and strictly opposes assimilation, which he 
deems undemocratic and even inhumane. He affirms the ethnic diversity of the 
US and defends the tendency of immigrants to maintain ties to their countries of 
origin against xenophobic and nationalist sentiments that in the context of World 
War I (which the US would formally enter in April 1917) had been on the rise. 
The pressure exerted on immigrants to conform and to assimilate in these years 
is enormous, but many of them do not bow to these pressures. While conserva-
tive critics lament this “failure of the melting-pot,” Bourne, who values cultural 
difference and abhors uniformity, views it positively:  

The failure of the melting-pot, far from closing the great American democratic experi-

ment, means that it has only just begun. Whatever American nationalism turns out to be, 

we see already that it will have color richer and more exciting than our ideal has hitherto 

encompassed. In a world which has dreamed of internationalism, we find that we have all 

unawares been building up the first international nation. The voices which have cried for a 

tight and jealous nationalism of the European pattern are failing. From that ideal, however 

valiantly and disinterestedly it has been set for us, time and tendency have moved us 

further and further away. What we have achieved has been rather a cosmopolitan federa-

tion of national colonies, of foreign cultures, from whom the sting of devastating competi-

tion has been removed. America is already the world-federation in miniature, the continent 

where for the first time in history has been achieved that miracle of hope, the peaceful 

living side by side, with character substantially preserved, of the most heterogeneous 

peoples under the sun. Nowhere else has such contiguity been anything but the breeder of 

misery. Here, notwithstanding our tragic failures of adjustment, the outlines are already 
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too clear not to give us a new vision and a new-orientation [sic] of the American mind in 

the world. (“Trans-National America”) 

Bourne advocates an American internationalism that leaves behind European 
factionalism and violent conflict; he is convinced that within the democratic 
framework of the US, all the cultures of the world could peacefully coexist. 
Bourne’s views are articulated in the context of American Progressivism, a 
reform movement consisting “of shifting, ideologically fluid, issue-focused co-
alitions, all competing for the reshaping of American society” (Rodgers, “In 
Search” 114), and stand in stark contrast to more conservative positions that 
finally won the day. 

Illustration 3: The Mortar of Assimilation 

Ill. by C.J. Taylor (Puck, 26 June 1889). 

 
Contrary to the reformist positions of Kallen, Bourne, and other leading 
intellectual progressive figures such as John Dewey, Jane Addams, Robert Park, 
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and Franz Boas, conservative critics were opposed to the melting pot idea for 
quite different reasons. Kallen for example expressly attacked one of them, the 
American sociologist and eugenicist E.A. Ross (1866-1951), for his Anglo-
American conservatism: 

Kallen broke with Ross by interpreting America as a work in progress rather than a nation 

in the grip of cultural decline. Whereas Ross regarded the United States as the province of 

an Anglo-American cultural majority, Kallen advanced an ideal of cultural diversity. 

Where Ross delineated a program for cultural renewal that combined immigration re-

striction with assimilation to Anglo-American norms, Kallen discarded the metaphor of 

America-as-melting-pot in favour of the symbol of orchestral harmony. (Hansen, Lost 

Promise 92) 

Kallen even addresses Ross in his essay “Democracy versus the Melting Pot” 
directly: “Hence, what troubles Mr. Ross and so many other Anglo-Saxon Amer-
icans is not really inequality; what troubles them is difference” (107). While the 
cultural pluralists Kallen and Bourne criticized the melting pot as assimilationist 
and homogenizing, conservative critics of the melting pot such as Ross found 
both pluralism and assimilation equally problematic and repulsive; their strict 
anti-immigration stance was motivated by a nationalist outlook based on the 
notions of white supremacy and racial purity, a position that denigrated all racial 
mixing as ‘mongrelization.’ Drawing on widespread xenophobic resentments, 
their message met with a lot of approval and became politically influential: After 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the so-called Gentleman’s Agreement of 
1907 (severely restricting Chinese and Japanese immigration, respectively), the 
likewise overtly racist Immigration Acts of 1917 and 1924 further restricted im-
migration, which reflects the then widespread acceptance of racist ideologies (cf. 
Gerstle, American Crucible). 

Among the proponents of ‘scientific’ racism was Harry H. Laughlin (1880-
1953), who as an “expert eugenics agent” delivered a report to Congress in 1922 
in which he correlated so-called forms of social degeneracy (feeblemindedness, 
insanity, criminality, epilepsy, tuberculosis, alcoholism, dependency) with “ra-
cial degeneracy;” Laughlin “purported to find much higher levels of degeneracy 
among the new immigrants than among the old, and this finding became a cen-
tral weapon in the restrictionists’ arsenal” (ibid. 105). Laughlin’s conjoining of 
the racist ideology of white supremacy with eugenicist principles enjoyed strong 
support from politicians: Calvin Coolidge himself, US president from 1923 to 
1929, contended that “Nordics deteriorate when mixed with other races” (qtd. in 
Browder, Slippery Characters 146). It has been quite effectively erased from 
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public memory that there was a strong eugenics movement in the US which 
propagated what Daylanne English refers to as “a central national ideology” 
(Unnatural Selections 14). This movement, in which American scientists and 
intellectuals played a vanguard role, pushed for ‘perfecting’ the human ‘gene 
pool’ by controlling the process of reproduction (cf. ibid.). American biologists 
like Harry H. Laughlin and Charles B. Davenport claimed that most ‘ailments,’ 
including social problems such as poverty and criminality, were genetically pro-
grammed and thus hereditary in nature – therefore persons with a ‘good genetic 
makeup’ should be encouraged to have families, while ‘inferior’ people of al-
legedly poor genetic stock should be prevented from reproducing. Among those 
people regarded as inferior were epileptics, manic-depressives, prostitutes, alco-
holics, the homeless, criminals, as well as non-white residents and immigrants. 
Under the eugenics laws, people who came to the negative attention of the social 
authorities could be branded as ‘feeble-minded’ by court order and were then 
forcibly sterilized. By the early 1930s, some 30 American states had adopted 
such eugenics laws. Most of them were modelled after the law which Laughlin 
had drafted for the state of Virginia in 1924, which also served Germany’s Na-
tional Socialists as a model for their 1933 Law for the Prevention of Genetically 
Diseased Offspring, on the basis of which at least 400,000 men and women were 
forcibly sterilized. The University of Heidelberg was apparently so grateful to 
Laughlin that it awarded him an honorary doctorate for his ‘services on behalf of 
racial hygiene’ in 1936. The influence of American eugenics on Nazism goes 
even further: The notorious term ‘Untermensch,’ a core concept in Nazi ide-
ology, is a translation from the English term ‘Underman,’ which, as unidiomatic 
as it may sound today, was coined by the American journalist and historian 
Theodore Lothrop Stoddard (1883-1950) in his 1922 study The Revolt against 
Civilization: The Menace of the Under Man (Stoddard, who held a PhD from 
Harvard University, was extremely popular during the heyday of ‘Pop-Darwin-
ism’ and the so-called ‘eugenics fad’ in the 1920s). The equally notorious term 
‘aufnorden,’ which also relates to an integral concept of Nazi ideology, similarly 
is a translation of Madison Grant’s term ‘to nordicize,’ which he used in his 
1916 The Passing of the Great Race. Obviously neither Laughlin nor Grant nor 
Stoddard found the melting pot idea appealing, as to them it signified the 
downfall of the American nation through the ‘degeneration’ of the Anglo-Saxon 
‘race.’ 

Today Stoddard is very much forgotten, as are Grant and Laughlin; in canon-
ical American literature however, we find a clue as to his enormous popularity in 
the 1920s: 
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“Civilization’s going to pieces,” broke out Tom violently. “I’ve gotten to be a terrible 

pessimist about things. Have you read ‘The Rise of the Colored Empires’ by this man 

Goddard?” 

“Why, no,” I answered, rather surprised by his tone. 

“Well, it’s a fine book, and everybody ought to read it. The idea is if we don’t look out the 

white race will be – will be utterly submerged. It’s all scientific stuff; it’s been proved.” 

(Fitzgerald, Great Gatsby 14) 

Henry Fairchild (1880-1956) is another influential figure who makes a case 
against what he calls “unrestricted immigration” in his influential study The 
Melting-Pot Mistake (1926), in which he argues that “the consequence of non-
assimilation [to Anglo-Saxon conformity] is the destruction of nationality” 
(253). Fairchild refers to the melting pot as an illusion and as dangerous wishful 
thinking: “The figure was a clever one – picturesque, expressive, familiar, just 
the sort of thing to catch the popular fancy and lend itself to a thousand uses” 
(ibid. 10). Like many of his contemporaries with similar political views, he 
metaphorically equates the American nation with a tree, and immigrants with 
parasites, “foreign forces,” and “minute hostile organisms” that “sap the very 
vitality of their host” (ibid. 255):  

In so doing the immigrants may be merely following out their natural and defensible im-

pulses without any hostility toward the receiving nation, any more than parasites upon a 

tree may be considered to have any hostility to the tree. […] The simple fact is that they 

are alien particles, not assimilated, and therefore wholly different from the foreign par-

ticles which the tree rakes in the form of blood, and transforms into cells of its own body. 

(ibid.) 

This kind of crude and simplistic organicist imagery together with racist rhetoric 
that draws on biology in general has lastingly influenced the discourse on immi-
gration until today. 
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Illustration 4: The Melting Pot, Inc. 

The Ford English School Graduation Ceremony of 1916 (The Henry Ford Collections). 

As has been shown, the melting pot myth became a prime target of criticism by 
intellectuals on the left and on the right for contradictory reasons: the pluralists 
argued that it was too repressive, while for the nativists, it was too inclusive. 
Still, the melting pot myth is a singular vision in the way that it de-emphasizes 
difference while holding the middle ground between total assimilation on the one 
hand and racist exclusion on the other. American journalist, novelist, and cul-
tural critic Ernest Poole (1880-1950) describes the city of Chicago in 1910 as a 
“mixing-bowl for the nations” (Voice 554) and hails the urban melting pot as the 
“Tower of Babel’s drama reversed” (ibid. 555). Whereas the biblical story dra-
matizes the production of difference as tragic dispersal, the melting pot narrative 
promises unification through the creation of “a new race of men upon the earth” 
(ibid.). Socialist writer Michael Gold (1894-1967) argues in his essay “Towards 
Proletarian Art” that mass immigration could fuel a melting pot of new interna-
tionalist radicalism that he describes as a “cauldron of the Revolution” (62). Yet, 
as much as the melting pot myth could be used to critique white Anglo-Saxon 
social and political dominance, it was also used to enforce the conformity of 
immigrants entering the American workforce. Melting pot rituals performed for 
example at the Ford English School for immigrant automobile factory workers in 
Highland Park, Michigan reveal that the melting pot myth could also serve as an 
instrument of corporate self-fashioning and of Americanization in the corporate 
interest with a clearly anti-revolutionary impetus. More recently, Jeffrey Eugeni-
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des’s novel Middlesex (2002) offers a literary re-telling of this kind of ritual (cf. 
103-05). 

In the period between the 1880s and the 1920s, discussions of the melting 
pot as a societal model thus became increasingly polarized, and the concept lost 
much of its “original elasticity” (Wilson, Melting-Pot Modernism 15) and critical 
appeal. Yet reconstructing the melting pot myth of that time allows us to see how 
race and racial difference gained prominence in debates on national, social, and 
cultural cohesion, as Gary Gerstle writes: 

We do not usually think of the 1920s, the easygoing Jazz Age, as a time when the ra-

cialized character of the American nation intensified, reinforcing the barriers separating 

blacks and Asians from whites, eastern and southern Europeans from “Nordics,” and 

immigrants from natives. Yet these developments were central to the age. That the pro-

ponents of these changes frequently justified their aims in the name of science underscores 

the modern character of the racial regime they implemented. Indeed this regime, backed 

by an edifice of race law, would remain in place for forty years, persisting through the 

Great Depression, World War II, the affluent 1950s, and John F. Kennedy’s 1960 election. 

It must be seen for what it was: a defining feature of modern America. (American 

Crucible 114-15) 

The melting pot myth in its hegemonic version has often obscured the role of 
racism in American society by projecting a colorblind vision of social harmony 
and by obscuring ongoing inequality. For the longest time, the democratic poten-
tial of the melting pot has clearly not been realized in American society. 


