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by Hon. Dorothy Harbeck

T
he journey that noncitizens take through the immigration 

system raises questions about identity and citizenship. 

These are mostly technical inquiries about places of 

birth and passports and the legal permission to be in one 

place or another. However, there are deeper questions of 

identity that are not addressed on the forms for relief from removal or 

in the immigration courtrooms. Those questions are not unique to the 

United States, or even to modern times. From its very earliest days, 

the concept of citizenship has exhibited a tendency to come into clash 

with the experience of identity. 

The genesis of citizenship developed in Europe, foremost in 

Greece. Citizenship theory initially derives from the Greek plan. 

The first of these ideas is citizenship as being particular to a place, 

a polis. Prior to this, humankind arranged itself according to clan 

and family ties, regardless of geography. Loyalty to a geographic site 

began in Ancient Greece.1 Later, the Romans developed a complex 

system of naturalization as their empire expanded.2

In modern times, citizenship is the most privileged form of 

nationality. It is the relationship between us and the state to which 

we owe allegiance. In turn, we are entitled to state-protected rights. 

Citizens have certain rights, duties, and responsibilities that are 

denied, or only partially extended, to aliens and other noncitizens 

residing in the country. In general, full political rights, including the 

right to vote and to hold public office, are predicated upon citizen-

ship. In turn, the usual responsibilities of citizenship are allegiance, 

taxation, and military service.3 

Identity, or what we think ourselves to be, is distinct from citi-

zenship. Where we are from, what we think, and what we believe are 

issues central to our identity, both temporally and psychologically. 

Americans in particular seem to embrace the multifaceted self. 

Many of us lay claim to another national identity distinct from that of 

solely being American citizens. The national heritage of our ances-

tors also becomes part of our emotional lexicon. Spaghetti sauce 

simmering on Sunday, shamrocks on March 17th, jokes from the 

Catskills, wine and cheese, cigars, round wooden dolls with a series 

of ever smaller round wooden dolls inside, meat chunks on skew-

ers, paper dragon kites, samurai swords, saris, sombreros, cuckoo 

clocks, shrimp étouffée, churches, temples, mosques, ashrams … 

all of these things invoke an ancestral identity for many Americans. 

 Sometimes, we experience a divided loyalty between how 

we identify ourselves and what we think is the norm for being 

American. This is not a modern concept—the dichotomy is as old 

as the idea of citizenship itself and is demonstrated in the story of 

Antigone from the fifth century B.C.4 

Antigone was a daughter of Oedipus. After the Battle of Thebes, 

she was faced with a dilemma that brought sharply into focus what 

being a good citizen meant in Ancient Greece. Oedipus, of course, 

has his own fascinating story, but we are concerned here with his 

four children: Eteocles, Polynieces, Antigone, and Ismene. After 

Oedipus left Thebes, his brother-in-law Creon became the temporary 

ruler until Oedipus’ sons, Eteocles and Polynieces, were old enough 

to rule. When Eteocles and Polynieces first took over Thebes, they 

agreed to share in ruling the city in alternating years. One year, 

Eteocles refused to give up the throne to his brother. As a result, 

Polynieces left Thebes and went to Argos to gather allies to oust 

his brother. In the ensuing years, Polynieces gathered a force of six 

champions, totaling seven champions, including himself, to go against 

Thebes, one for each gate of the city. There were seven instances 

of combat, resulting in Eteocles and Polynieces killing each other 

simultaneously. Creon passed a law commanding that all soldiers who 

died protecting Thebes, such as Eteocles, be given a hero’s burial, 

allowing them to pass to the underworld. All those who died attacking 

Thebes, such as Polynieces, would be left outside the city to rot with 

no burial and thus never passing into the underworld.

Antigone found this law intolerable. Against the counsel of her 

sister, Ismene, Antigone snuck out and gave Polynieces a proper 

burial so he could pass into the underworld. When Creon discovered 

this, he imprisoned Antigone in a cave with only one day’s worth of 

food. She hanged herself during her imprisonment5. 

 Being a good citizen often involves doing something out of the 

ordinary to help others. Sometimes, that involves acting against the 

will of others to do what a good citizen might think is best. Although 

this is traditionally the case, the trait most associated with being a 

good citizen is great respect for the nation in which one lives. If one 

wishes to be a good citizen, he or she might go out of his or her way 

to help others. However, he or she must do so within the rules of 
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the nation. Thus, arguably, Antigone’s act of defiance is an example 

of bad citizenship. Later philosophers even cited Antigone as an 

example of why women should not actually be citizens.6 Another 

argument, though, is that Antigone could not reconcile is her role as 

a citizen of Thebes and her identity as the sister of Polynieces. In her 

story, there was no way to harmonize her citizenship and her identity.

We hear about America as a melting pot,7 where identities all 

mix together. This is essentially the great American metaphor 

of assimilation8: E Pluribus Unum—Out of Many, One.9 Melting-

pot ideology is that the culture and society of each ethnic group 

should be blended with the culture and society of the host group 

to produce a new and different culture and society. This assumes 

we all want to become the same,10 one flavor, as it were. More 

recent theorists have espoused the Salad Bowl analogy—where the 

individual ingredients retain their flavors in a mix that has value 

both in its parts and its sum.

An early sociologist, Robert Ezra Park,11 championed the idea 

that assimilation into the Melting Pot was quite desirable and 

valuable. Park posited four stages in the development of group 

relations: competition, conflict, accommodation, and assimilation. 

Assimilation is, according to Park, “a process of interpenetration 

and fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, 

sentiments, and attitudes of other persons or groups, and, by 

sharing their experience and history, are incorporated with them 

into a common cultural life.”12 Thus, assimilation merges two or 

more cultures into a single, shared set of traditions and memories. 

 According to Park’s traditional model, which is premised 

primarily on European immigration,13 assimilation occurs after three 

generations: the first generation struggles to learn the new way and 

holds on to many aspects of their culture; the second generation 

attends public schools, learns better English, moves out of ethnically 

grouped neighborhoods and tends to marry outside of the ethnic 

group; and the third generation moves completely into American 

mainstream, maybe retaining some words of their grandparents’ 

language, a few recipes, proverbs, etc., but they are mostly English 

speaking and experience minimal inquiry regarding their nationality.14

Assimilation does not produce uniformity or sameness but rather 

a “unity of experience and orientation, out of which may develop 

a community of purpose and action.”15 European immigrants who 

arrived between the 1820s and 1920s competed for jobs, housing, 
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and status and faced intense rejection, prejudice, and discrimina-

tion. Accommodations gradually emerged, and the descendants 

of the immigrants eventually assimilated and achieved parity with 

national norms in terms of occupations, income, and other measures 

of equality. Various researchers have found that descendants of 

European immigrants currently share identity, memories, and tradi-

tions with other white Americans. 

A later sociologist, Milton Gordon, proposed that there are not 

three generations to assimilation but rather, seven processes16 that 

an individual goes through to become part of a new society: 

1. Cultural—The immigrant begins to observe practices and 

traditions of the new culture.

2. Structural—The immigrant attends schools and finds a job, 

housing, and recreation within the new culture.

3. Marital—The immigrant finds partners within the new cul-

ture.

4. Identification—The immigrant self-identifies with the new 

culture.

5. Attitudinal—The relationship of the immigrant to the new 

culture may be affected by attitudes or prejudices.

6.  Behavioral—The immigrant may experience prejudice.

7. Civic—The immigrant becomes involved in the political pro-

cess of the new culture.

Horace Kallen17 wrote of a different manner of accommodating 

differing cultures in one society. His idea is cultural pluralism. 

He stressed that national pride and cultural diversity within one 

nation were compatible. His theories allow for those who are not of 

white European descent to still be considered assimilated and for 

members of minority groups to be accepted without being required 

to disappear as distinctive groups. Cultures are added rather than 

substituted. This is the Salad Bowl analogy described above.

The concept suggests that integrating the many different cul-

tures of U.S. residents is like combining ingredients in a salad, as 

opposed to melding everything together. In the Salad Bowl model, 

various American cultures are juxtaposed—like salad ingredi-

ents—but do not merge into a single homogeneous culture. Each 

culture keeps its own distinct qualities. This idea demonstrates a 

completely separate perspective that the newcomers bring different 

cultures, and each is kept as an essential part to make up the whole. 

Every distinctive culture or belief is considered to be one of the 

tastes or ingredients that contribute to forming the whole; therefore 

its original shape and characteristics are maintained.18

Antigone was a Theban. However, Creon created a law she 

could not justify with her religious beliefs. Could she assimilate 

into Creon’s Thebes? It’s hard to say, because she did not have the 

political mechanism to lobby to change the law or the court system 

available to challenge it. She only had her sister Ismene, who tried to 

talk her out of it by saying women had no power to change anything. 

It certainly took many generations, but women seem to be assimilat-

ing in cultures resistant to sharing the power. 

As far as the Salad Bowl is concerned, I just think of my own 

homesickness for my neighborhood food. It struck me when I was 

travelling with my father, looking for our Berlin roots after the Wall 

had come down. Our family had emigrated in the 1760s and lived in 

New York ever since. And the food I missed most was … a cheese 

enchilada with jalapeno. 
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