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Werner Sollors

Beyond Munliienlinralism?

“Multiculturalism” in American literature still promises something of great interest to me, but I
cannot deny that I often tend to be a little disappointed when I read the criticism that travels
under that name.! One expects new findings from the history of San Francisco’s first Chinese
newspapers (that Xiao-huang Yin is now investigating) or new collections from New Mexico’s
long tradition of Spanish-language publications (that Etlinda Gonzales-Berry has edited) or of
the untapped legacy of writings in many Indian languages (recently assembled, for example, in
Mashpee, by Kathleen Bragdon), books about New Orleans Creoles (like Caryn Cossé Bell’s),
about Norwegian writing in the United States (as Orm Ovetland’s The Western Home), or
about the German-language press of New York City around World War I (as did Peter
Conolly-Smith in his 1996 dissertation).2 Or one hopes for more work in the manner of the
pioneering and continuing contributions that were made by Jules Chametzky and Berndt
Ostendorf, for provocative essays about bilingual poetry from antiquity to the present (as T'ino
Villanueva’s), about forgotten plantation novels (as Simone Vauthier’s analysis of Old Hepsy), or,
perhaps most importantly, about the interaction of all these trajectories in United States culture,
which would thus appear more international and connected to “the rest of the world.” For itis
true that, after a century of professional literary studies of the United States, we still know very
litcle, and though such areas as Black Studies have benefited from the massive work of textual
recovery by such leading scholars as my colleague Henry Louis Gates, Jr., there are some other
areas in which we know less now than scholars did at the beginning of the century.

Yet my heart often sinks when Idig into the countless collections of multicultural
criticism and find again and again a purely contemporary and hermetically sealed national,
Anglophone, US focus, and, worse than that, a predilection to debate what are “admissible”
approaches, the “positionality” and shortcomings of other contemporary multiculcural (or
insufficiently multiculrural) critics, turgid blueprints that outline which works are permitted to
be compared with which other works (without, however, presenting the actual comparisons), and
jargon-ridden accounts of the need to resist any attempts at synthesizing. All of this is as
exciting as finding out that there are bibliographies of bibliographies, even if the criticism may
surround itself by a halo of righteousness. Not very often do I find collections that are as
interesting and exciting and fresh as Winfried Siemerling’s and Katrin Schwenk’s recent Cultural
Difference and the Literary Text: Pluralism and the Limits of Authenticity in North American
Literature (University of lowa Press, 1996)--that grew out of a Berlin workshop; anyone who
knows this collection will also understand that I do not here have to comment on it at greater

length.
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For today’s occasion [ have taken seriously the call to go “beyond multiculturalism™ by
opening with comments on some interesting recent book-length contributions to
multiculturalism, continuing with a brief passage on multiculturalism in Germany, and
concluding with detailed examinations of literary examples that mark directions into which I
believe multicultural interests could fruitfully develop--or be transcended.

*

I have been attracted for a long time to using titles beginning with “Beyond,” or to adding the
prefix “post-” in front of many words. In fact, David Hollinger’s book Post-Ethnic America:
Beyond Multiculturalism (1995)--to whose work I assume the title of the present conference is
indebted--credits an old essay of mine for having coined the term “post-ethnic.” Hollinger’s
own work may well constitute the most persuasive and sustained brief to transcend and go
beyond--jenseits, au dela, oltre--multiculturalism. Unlike the demands to go Beyond Good and
Evil or Beyond the Pleasure Principle, going “beyond multicultulturalism”--and I shall be making
some suggestions as to where we might be going--may express fatigue from journalistic
overstimulation rather than constitute the logical endpoint of a sustained argument (which is,
however, precisely what Hollinger does offer). Hollinger’s proposal is not for us to “return” to a
retro-universalism, to the blindness in some scholarship of the 1940s and 1950s when some
social scientists could still believe that small ethnically skewed samples taken in the US were
representative of mankind. As Hollinger develops his plea, he argues that the past half century
has made scholars sensitive to the issues of diversity, so that new forms of stressing
commonalities may be called for that show the signs of having gone through the ethnic stage.
Hollinger’s new, “postethnic” universalism would thus be is informed--but not stymied--by the
particularist challenges: “A postethnic perspective recognizes the psychological value and political
function of groups of affiliation, but it resists a rigidification of exactly those ascribed
distinctions between persons that various universalists and cosmopolitans have so long sought to
diminish.” Thus new scholarship could avoid repeating the mistakes of the old pseudo-
universalists as well as the new exaggerations that have been advanced by the ethnicists and
multiculturalists. For what good does it do now to imagine group affiliations only within the
pattern of what Hollinger calls the “ethnoracial pentagon,” according to which Americans
belong to one and only one of the five affirmative action categories of white, black, Asian,
Latino, or Native American? Wouldn’t it be more productive to promote (and for scholars to
investigate) voluntary membership in varied and multiple social groupings? Couldn’t such a

move broaden the circle of the “we” and enhance the cosmopolitan rather than the myopic side
of multiculturalism?

*

By “multiculturalism” we probably mean here a relatively recent phenomenon: a quarter to a half
of a century of debate surrounding government policy in Canada, Australia, and some other

former Commonwealth countries, a mere decade of mostly educational discussion in the
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United States, and just a first beginning of examining the interrelations of immigration,
citizenship, and rights in European Union countries.

Even the word “multiculturalism” does not seem to be much older than fifty years.% It
appears to go back to Edward F. Haskell’s Lance: A Novel About Multicultural Men (1941)
whose hero Major Campbell is, as the Herald Tribune reviewer noted, “polyglot, bi-national,
tied to no patriotic loyalties but ardently a servant of science and of social science particularly”
who feels happy only with people who “are ‘multicultural’ like himself.”> The reviewer put the
brand new term into quotation marks here and when she assessed the books as a “fervent sermon
against nationalism, national prejudice and behavior in favor of a ‘multicultural’ way of life and a
new social outlook more suited to the present era of rapid transport and shifting populations”
(Barry 3). Haskell was the son of a Swiss-American couple of missionaries and grew up in the
United States, T urkey, Greece, Bulgaria, and Switzerland, before going to Oberlin, Columbia,
and Harvard and becoming an activist aiding political prisoners and an investigator of political
trials; and, as the dust jacket tells the reader, Haskell regarded his novel “not only as the
statement of a problem, but also its partial theoretical solution.” His mouthpiece, Major
Campbell, states at a dramatic point in the novel:

[M]en in all climes and all times live by the narrow little cthings they know....
Their contact has been with one language, one faith, and one nation. They are
unicultural..... But we, being children of the great age of transportation and
communication, have contacts with many languages, many faiths, and many
nations. We are multicultural. (320-321)
Haskell’s characters whose life stories transcend (“go beyond”) the confines of individual nation
states, of one language, or of a single religion, may be representative harbingers of what has
happened in the world at a much larger scale since World War II. Haskell anticipated the
anxieties that multiculturalism could unleash in readers accustomed only to the unicultural
model of the nation state, readers who might suspects Haskell’s “multicultural men” of
disloyalty and lack of patriotism. Thus he also lets Campbell stress the similarities between
multiculturalists and uniculturalists:
Multicultural people . . . are just like unicultural people. They develop faith and
loyalty and patriotism too: faith in science, loyalty to world organization, and
patriotism for mankind. (321)

Edward Haskell’s 1941 novel introduced the word “multicultural” in order to describe
the pioneering quality of a few exceptional men. In the meantime, the term has become so
omnipresent that Nathan Glazer’s 1997 book We Are All Multicultural Now constirutes a perfect
counterpoint to Haskell’s Lance. Glazer’s relatively new endorsement of multiculturalism comes
as the result of his recognition that multiculturalism is simply the price America now has to pay
for having failed in the past to integrate blacks. Against the historical backdrop of the failed

multiracial integration, multiculturalism may be the next best thing to universalism, Glazer
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argues--in fact, it may be the only way to go. If it weren’t for the continued troublesome
presence of racial inequality, he’d side with pure universalism any time, he states. But given the
real conditions, Glazer is a pragmatic multiculturalist; and he cites approvingly the most
derailed brief for multiculturalism published so far, Lawrence Levine’s The Opening of the
American Mind, a 1996 response to the late Allan Bloom. Glazer also quibbles with Hollinger’s
invitation to go beyond multiculturalism--though he ignores the fact that Hollinger devotesa
whole section to “Haley’s Choice,” in which Hollinger focuses on the constraints placed upon
ethnic options by “race.” (The question why Alxe Haley’s Roozs only constructed a unilateral
and monoracial African ancestry had already concerned Leslie Fiedler in The Inadvertent Epic
[1979]--surely a work of multicultural criticism avant la lettre.)

On Glazer’s opposite side is Walter Benn Michaels, Our America: Nativism, Modernism,
and Pluralism (1995), a scathing critique of interwar pluralist theory and, at least by implication,
of contemporary multiculturalist practice. Michaels believes that a paradigm shift from
Progressive liberalism and universalist racism to a new mode of cultural pluralism cum narivist
modernism qualitatively transformed the older racism in the course of the 1920s. Whereas the
old racist belief in a hierarchy of discreet races had still rested on a belief in universal categories
outside of the races themselves from which judgment could be passed, pluralism and especially,
relativism, set up a widespread operation that assumed the equal value of different cultures. (Q.
What joke does one multiculturalist tell another? A. It does not matter; they are all equally
worthy of our attention.) In the old mode, race was a faczand did not imply cultural practice.
The new mode, however, did away with any external categories except the different cultures
themselves and demanded cultural work to be done, thus setting free race as a project and a
source of affect. The various racial and national slots required not merely membership by blood
or descent but became the locus of affective cultural work. If the old paradigm allocated race by
descent, the new at first seems to be replacing “race” by “culture.” Yet in fact, as Michaels stresses
most forcefully, many of the “cultural” operations were in reality “racial.” “For cultural identity
in the '20s required . . . the anticipation of culture by race: to be a Navajo you have to do Navajo
things, but you don't really count as doing Navajo things unless you already are a Navajo”
(125). “The modern concept of culture is not,” Benn Michaels writes most memorably, “a
critique of racism; it is a form of racism” (129). What he has in common with Glazer is the
belief that there seems to be no end to multiculturalism, though Benn Michaels would probably
find a title such as We Are All Racists Now more appropriate to describe this state of affairs.

In a lecture series of 1997 entitled “Achieving Our Country,” Richard Rorty offered a
very cautious endorsement of the various movements that later became known under the slogan
multiculcuralism (though he stays away from the term) as having done much to reduce the
forms of socialsadism (against women, against members of ethnic minorities, against
homosexuals, against handicapped people and so forth) that were still commonplace in

American life of the 1950s, including the academic world. This is no small accomplishment.
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Rorty’s central concern is, however, the eclipse of the American reformist Left in the
decades since the Vietnam War. Yes, “macho arrogance” led to this disastrous war, and we
must be grateful to the angry New Left of the 1960s for helping to stop it and to preventa
possible Orwellian scenario of its long-term continuation. Still, Rorty has argued, nothing that
this nation has done makes constitutional democracy improbable. How can shared meaning in
social reform be achieved in a secular age, when after all the price to be paid for temporalization
is contingency? Not by an academic pseudo-left that in its mocking detachment is in danger
of--again Rorty: “sinking to the level of a Henry Adams” in decadence and hopelessness. The
literary utopias Rorty reads are full of self-disgust, and the rhetoric of the academic left is
inadequate to the task of revitalizing a sense of social engagement that would bring back the
visionary project of Whitman or the pragmatic approach of Dewey.

Rorty also sees the danger that the international world of cultural politics has helped to
mask the real issues of a growing social inequality in the United States and around the globe
(and this is why he is critical of cultural studies and multiculturalism for focusing on culture at
the expense of the goal of social equality). There may now be many multicultural men and
women who are completely disconnected from any proletariat anywhere, and multicultural
internationalism may even serve as the marker that separates these intellectuals from people,
making multiculturalists instead part of a global ruling class (a worry that resembles John
Higham’s earlier critique of pluralism’s ability to reduce the intellectuals’ interest in working
people except insofar as they embodied authentic cultural practices of discreet ethnic groups.
And Michael Lind has also rigorously stressed that the vast majority of poor people in the
United States is white, and hence of little interest to multiculturalists). How can new social
movements be built, Rorty therefore asks, that would (as did precursors from the 1930s to the
1960s) attempt to fight the crimes of (social) selfishness with the same vigor that
multiculruralists have focused on the crimes of sadism?

*
Such recent contributions to the multiculturalism discussion may help to illustrate the difference
between multiculturalism in the United States and in Germany. What Giinter Lenz described
some years ago may still be true today: in the US, multiculturalism refers to the experiences and
demands of the plurality of ethnic group identities within the country; in Germany,
multiculturalism marks a contrast to the concept of national identity embodied by the jus
sanguinis (always sounds like blood juice when you say it in English) and consequently a contrast
of we/they, of inside/ outside, of “vertraut” and “gefihrlich fremd” (as a recent Spiege/ cover put
it).

The United States has long been viewed as a polyethnic immigrant country with policies
and mythologies ranging from the melting-pot of assimilation to the mosaic of pluralism, and
multiculruralism is an aspect of this tradition. This has been less the case in Europe, where

various states have prided themselves for 7oz being immigrant countries, and where the historical

Werner Sollors Beyond Multiculturalism? (1997) 5



excavation of actually existing polyethnicity may not have gone far enough to explain the issues
of diversity that the current demographic data force onto the consciousness of Europeans. In
1993 there were about eleven million foreigners legally present in the fifteen member states of
the European Union; and the number goes up to sixteen million if one counts citizens of other
EU member states as foreigners. In Germany alone, there were neatly seven million foreigners in
1993 (among them about 1.5 million from EU member nations). These appear to be numbers
significant enough to solicit political debate and reactions ranging from at times sentimental
multicultural advocacy to the brutal hostilities of waves of xenophobia.

How can one make sense of developments which bring many European countries into a
growing union, while the divisive tendency is pronounced within countries from the former
Soviet Union and the former Czechoslovakia to the Basque separatists and the quest fora
Northern Iralian republic of Padania? Will the different Irish factions become harmoniously
united fellow Europeans, or will they interact in the way in which Turks and Greeks continue to
do within the shared framework of NATO? How can the complex and historically charged web
of blurry terms such as ethnicity, demos, race, culture, identity, language, and nation state be
disentangled and put into sharper focus so as to arrive at a better understanding of the current
debates on citizenship, on legal inclusion and exclusion of political membership in states? Will
governments and legislators make concessions to politically significant xenophobic voters or will
they remain faithful to the democratic procedures of the previous decades? And what role, if
any, might education play in the various countries in which multiculturalism has become a
pressing topic of public discussion? These questions loom large at the present moment, and a
historical perspective informed by what one might call “comparative multiculturalism” might be
helpful in approaching them seriously.

The German multiculturalism discussion has indeed often focused on the clash between
“jussoli” and “jus sanguinis” in extending citizenship rights. And jus sanguinis is the “German”
model, but it also obtains in many other countries, including most of the East European states,
and it is practiced in an even sharper way in Greece, a member country in the European Union
that never releases Greeks from their citizenhip, even after emigration (unless they are of Turkish
ethnic origin--in which case they are not really “Greek” to begin with, even though they and
their ancestors may have been born in what is now Greece and speak perfect Greek). The status
of “Greek subject” is also hereditary, so that a Bronx-born US citizen with a Greek surname may
find himself detained during a Mediterranean cruise and exposed to Greek officials’ questioning
why he has not yet done his military service in the Greek army.

Jus soli has its home in France, though it has not only been tied to the cultural factor of
language, but under Charles Pasqua the Law was modified in such a way that, effective 1
January 1994, children born in France whose parents are not French do no longer acquire French
citizenship at birth, but only at age 16. This had the intended effect that illegal aliens (the “sans-

papiers”) can no longer derive from the children to whom they give birth in France a claim for a
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permit to stay there. (Similar restrictions affect residence rights acquired by marriage.) Thus the
jussoli has been modified into the direction of a concept in which the citizenship of the parents
plays a much larger role than before, hence, in fact, a modified form of jus sanguinis. It is this
development of the “French model” (subject to new changes under Jospin) that generated the
crisis of August 1996 in Paris.

The history of jus sanguinis is not always taken into consideration in discussions of the
topic; and I shall therefore offer a brief sketch of it.® The German model derives from a
relatively late departure from the feudal order. In nineteenth-century Germany, territorial
membership meant membership in nearly 2,000 feudal units, and in order to overcome the
feudal divisions into the direction of the new nation state, the concept of jus soli did not seem
attractive. Hence jus sanguinis emerged as an alternative that was for the first time articulated in
Prussia (in 1842). Yet the “Reichs- und Staatsangehérigkeitsgesetz” of 1913 established the jus
soli as the new national norm for imperial Germany only forty years after unification.

In addition to homogenizing a national form of citizenship the legislation had a dual
intention: It wanted to make it easier for Germans to retain their citizenship even after long stays
abroad. (In fact, a Volga German trying to “return” to Germany before 1913 might have found
that much harder than his grandchild would in our days.) And it also wanted to make more
difficult the naturalization of strangers at a time that about 700,000 Poles, that is approximately
20% of the Polish population, had become Prussian subjects and hence citizens of the Reich,
and many migrated to the Ruhr area and to Berlin; in addition, there were 1.25 million
foreigners in the Reich in 1910, not including hundreds of thousands of seasonal workers.” The
first part of the 1913 law was enthusiastically endorsed by Left and Right (the Left thinking of
German working-class emigrants wishing to return, the Right of colonial administrators and
German businessmen who lived abroad). The second intention, however, was the pet project of
only the ethnonational conservatives, who opposed even the slightest concession to jussols,
wished to prevent the assimilation and naturalization of foreigners, wanted an ethnically
homogenous German nation state defined by language and race, and thus believed that the only
legitimate criterion for membership had to be ethno-cultural, transmittable by descent. (This
was a matter of male descent, as the wife's citizenship was tied to that of her husband; only
illegitimate birth resulted in the mother's ability to confer her citizenship to the child, a legal
problem of some significance to binational married couples, before the law was changed early on
in East Germny, and in West Germany only during the Brandt era.) Supported by Poles,
Progressives and the Catholic Zentrum party, the Social Democrats proposed reforms toward a
liberalization of naturalization some of which have not lost their relevance today. Rogers
Brubaker summarized that “one proposal would have given a right to naturalization to persons
born in Germany and residing there without long interruptions until majority; another to
persons born and raised in Germany and willing to serve in the army.”® The debates of the

present suggest who won the battle. The 1913 German citizenship law articulated jus sanguinis
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1995). Significant excerpts of the 1913 law and of other legal work affecting foreigners from the
Constitution to various ordinances are conveniently reprinted in Helmut Ricstieg, ed., Deutsches
Auslinderrecht Miinchen: dtv, 10thedition, 1996).

7See Valentina Maria Stefanski, “Die polnische Minderheit,” in the most helpful new reference work
Ethnische Minderheiten in Bundesrepublik Deutschland: Ein Lexikon,eds. Cornelia Schmalz-facobsen and
Georg Hansen (Miinchen : C. H. Beck, 1995), 386-391, and Rogers Brubaker, 125, 128-137. See also Max
Weber's observations in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, repr. in Theories of Ethnicity, 64.

8Brubaker, 120, drawing on Verhandlungen des Reichstags of 23 April 1913,

9“T rans-National America” (1916), in Theories of Ethnicity, 104.

10T he remarks on this and the next page follow closely the argument made by Giinter Bannas,
“Ausnahmen bestitigen noch die Regel der Einbiirgerung,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (April 7,
1993): 5 and “Die Regel ist die Ausnahme: In Europa und auch in Deutschland wird Mehrfach-
Staatsangeho rigkeit hingenommen,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (August 16, 1996): 10.

Hgee Michael Schlikker, “Auslinderrecht,” in Ethnische Minderheiten, 72-75, and Friedrich Heckmann,
Ethnische Minderheiten, Volk und Nation: Soziologie inter-ethnischer Beziehungen (Stuttgart: Enke, 1992),
236-241.

12T he discussion of S§jour is adapted from my Neither Black Nor White Yet Both: Thematic Explorations
of Interracial Literature New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). See also Michel Fabre, From Harlem
to Paris: Black American Writers in France, 1840-1980 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Ilinois Press,
1991), 14-16; Era Brisbane Young, “An Examination of Selected Dramas for the Theater of Victor Séjour
Including Works of Social Protest,” Ph. D. dissertation, School of Education, Health, Nursing, and Arts
Professions, New York University, 1979; and David O'Connell, “Victor Séjour: Ecrivain Américain de
langue francaise,” Revue de Louisiane 1.2 (Winter 1972): 60-61.

13Simone Vauthier, “ Textualité et stéréotypes: Of African Queensand Afro-American Princes and
Princesses: Miscegenation in Old Hepsy,” Regards sur la littérature noire américaine, ed. Michel Fabre
(Paris: Publications du conseil scientifique de la Sorbonne Nouvelle—Paris I11, 1980), 90-91.

14T his point was made by Young, 95. In the Anglophone part of the African American tradition, it was
only Charles Chesnutt who, halfa century later, attempted a similarly mythic, but less violently resolved
family construction in his short story “T he Sheriff's Children” (1899).

15Quoted from Theodor Grentrup, “Die Reichstagsdebatte 1912 iiber die Mischehen in den deutschen
Kolonien,” Die Rassenmischehen in den deutschen Kolonien (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schoningh, 1914), 42.
For information about Solf, see Reichshandbuch der deutschen Gesellschaft Berlin: Deutscher
Wirtschaftsverlag, 1931), with an introduction by Ferdinand T oennies. See also Solf's Reichstagspeech of
March 6, 1913, in Wilhelm Pfligling, Zum kolonialrechtlichen Problem der Mischbeziehungen zwischen
deutschen Reichsangehorigen und Eingeborenen . . . (Betlin: Universitits-Buchdruckerei Gustav Schade,
1913), 59-63.

16personal communication from Johns Stephens, December 3, 1996.

17Ingrid Gogolin, “Sprache und Migration, in Ethnische Minderheiten, 488-490.
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18See the respective articlesin Ethnische Minderheiten, with statistical appendices on which I am drawing
throughout.

19“Results of the MLA’s Fall 1995 Survey of Foreign Language Enrollments,” MLA Newslerter 28.4
(Winter 1996): 1-2.

20Gerald Early, “American Education and the Postmodernist Impulse,” American Quarterly 45.2 (June
1993): 220.

21Mary Louise Pratt, “Comparative Literature and Global Citizenship,” in Comparative Literasure in the
Age of Multiculturalism, ed. Charles Bernheimer (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins Press, 1995), 64.
On the issue of translations, see the Greene report and the Bernheimer report in the same volume, 35 and
44.

22illiam Peterfield Trent, et al., The Cambridge History of American Literature, vol. 3 New York:
Macmillan, and Cambridge, England: The University Press, 1943), 572-634.

23King-Kok Cheung and Stan Yogi, eds. Asian-American Literature: An Annotated Bibliography New
York: Modern Language Association, 1988), vi. T he reason given is that this will help “keep the
bibliography to a manageable size”--which im plies that the Asian-language publications by Asian
Americans must be sizeable. Other excluded items are individual poems, archival and private materials, and
studentpublications.

24For discussions of “Germerican” —as well as other mixed languages--see Multilingual America. The
present section stems from an address delivered at the banquet of the Society for German-American
Studies, at the Racquet Club, St. Louis, Mo., 18 April, 1997.

251n preparing translations from passages of the play I benefited from a free English adaptation, “The
Emigrants,” by Gabriele Weber-Jaric.

26For information on the Longfellow Institute, see Daniel Zalewski, “T ongues Untied: Translating
American Literature into English,” Lingua Franca (December/January 1996/97): 61-65, and the world
wide web page located athetp:// www.fas.harvard.edu/ ~lowinus/.

27See Alide Cagidemetrio, introduction to Luigi Donato Ventura’s Peppino (1885), Longfellow Anthology
of American Literature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).

285ee Steven G. Kellman’s comments on the im portance of the “mother’s lullaby” in literary discussions of
mother tongues, “T'ranslingualism and the Literary Imagination,” Criticism 33.4 (Fall, 1991): 527-41.
29For a quick orientation, see Joshua Fishman’s contribution to The Harvard E ncyclopedia of American
Ethnic Groups (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980).

30See Peter Conolly-Smith, “The T'ranstated Community: New York City's German-Language Press as an
Agentof Cultural Resistance and Integration, 1910-1918” (Diss., Yale University, 1996).
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