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The ability of a state to accommodate diverse populations depends on how successfully 

immigrant groups can assimilate. The column use data from the south-north migration of 1.5 

million African Americans between 1910 and 1930 to show that the appearance of other low-status 

groups can promote assimilation among pre-existing immigrants. The new low-status group makes 

existing immigrants appear less socially distant to natives. This suggests that assimilation policies 

that target native attitudes might as promising as interventions directed at immigrants. 

Immigration has recently become an important issue across a large number of domains. 

Researchers debate whether immigrants displace native workers (Card 1990, Borjas 2003, 2017) or 

drive the rise of far-right parties (Becker and Fetzer 2017, Dinas et al. 2017; Steinmayr 2017). 

Others discuss whether immigrants can, or even should, be assimilated (Abramitzkyet al. 2014, 

Hainmueller et al. 2017). The ability of a state to accommodate diverse populations ultimately 

depends on whether individuals belonging to different ethnic, social, or cultural groups can 

successfully form part of a unified national culture (Gellner 1983).  

This is not the first time in American history that immigration has been controversial. Mass 

migration between 1850 and 1915 meant that more than 30 million people moved from Europe to 

the US. The share of immigrants in the US population was even higher than it is today. Anti-

immigration sentiment was widespread, and the introduction of immigration restrictions was 

advocated on both economic and cultural grounds (Goldin 1994).  

Our recent working paper (Fouka et al. 2018) builds on historical and sociological research in 

what is known as 'whiteness studies' (Ignatiev 1995, Jacobson 1999, Roediger 1999). It provides an 

alternative perspective on immigrant assimilation, emphasising that it is driven by the interaction of 

'low-status' groups. We argue that immigrant groups are more likely to assimilate when a new out-

group appears that ranks below them in the social hierarchy. The presence of a new, lower status 

group shapes both the natives' perception of social distance between themselves and the foreign-

born and the desire of immigrants to assimilate.  

The first great migration as a historical case study 

Figure 1 Total number of foreign-born in 1910 (upper panel) and change in the number of 

African Americans between 1910 and 1930 (lower panel) in the 108 MSAs 



 

Source: Fouka et al. (2018). 

To test our argument, we use a unique point in American history – the intersection of the age 

of mass migration and the first great migration – to understand whether, and how, the arrival of a 

new group affects the assimilation of existing immigrant groups. At this time, the US not only had 

an unprecedented level of international migrants, but also African Americans were migrating out of 

rural communities in the south to cities in the north as a result of wartime manufacturing needs 

during WWI.
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We exploit this rapid internal migration to compare European immigrants across northern 

cities that received varying numbers of African Americans, before and after the great migration. To 

account for the fact that African Americans may have sorted into more rapidly growing (or 

declining) cities that also witnessed faster (or slower) immigrant assimilation, we take advantage of 

the fact that historical (pre-great migration) settlements of southern-born blacks largely determined 

later location decisions of black migrants from the south. 

Recently digitised census data on the entire population of individuals residing in the US from 

1910 to 1930 shows that immigrants living in cities more exposed to black in-migration were: 



 more likely to become naturalised citizens, a proxy for assimilation effort; 

 more likely to marry a native-born (of native parentage) citizen, our main proxy for 

acceptance of immigrants by natives.  

Figure 2 illustrates these results. Neither naturalisation rates nor intermarriage were already 

trending differentially across northern cities before the first great migration, which supports the 

interpretation that the in-migration caused these effects.  

Figure 2 Effect of black inflows, as predicted by 1900 northern settlements, on intermarriage 

(top panel) and naturalisation rates (bottom panel)  

 

 

Source: Fouka et al. (2018). 



We also construct a linked sample of immigrants who stayed in the same city throughout 

1910-1930, to reduce concerns that our results may have been caused by the Great Migration 

inducing the least assimilated immigrants to leave northern cities.  

Native attitudes and assimilation 

Figure 3 Marginal effect of black inflows on the probability of intermarriage (top) or being a 

US citizen (bottom) by region of origin 

 

 

We also investigate the mechanisms behind our results: 

 Did native discrimination against immigrants decrease as perceived racial differences 

refocused on skin colour following the great migration? Using contemporary data from 

local newspapers, we can show that newspapers in cities that received more African 



Americans were less likely to mention words like “quota” or “catholic threat”, and more 

likely to mention the word “assimilation.”  

 Were immigrants who were culturally closer to natives more likely to successfully 

assimilate in response to the great migration? This occurred, even though such groups, 

for example northern and western Europeans, were significantly less likely to exert effort to 

assimilate.  

Groups that were culturally further from natives, such as southern and eastern Europeans, 

made more effort to assimilate. These groups were disproportionately employed in 

manufacturing and unskilled occupations. They were more directly exposed to labour 

market competition from African Americans and reacted to it by increasing efforts to signal 

an American identity through naturalisation.  

Taken together, these results suggest that the sudden arrival of African Americans changed 

natives’ acceptance of immigrants in a way that favoured more culturally proximate, whiter 

Europeans. Despite a larger increase in Americanisation efforts among Southerners and Easterners, 

only immigrants who were perceived by natives as sufficiently 'close' were able to become 

incorporated in the core of the society.  

Finally, we provide evidence against alternative mechanisms. In particular, we can rule out 

the possibility that black inflows had an economic benefit for northern and western Europeans, 

while harming eastern and southern Europeans. We also find that social assimilation did not directly 

follow economic assimilation. In fact, we are able to show that the economic effects of the Great 

Migration were similar across all immigrant groups, who responded by leaving the immigrant-

intensive, low-paying, manufacturing sector. 

Conclusion 

Our findings suggest that the salience of new low-status groups can alter the majority’s 

perceptions of previous outsiders. This might be an important driver of immigrant assimilation. 

Recent research has emphasised the effects of inclusive (Hainmueller et al. 2017) or 

assimilationist (Fouka 2016) policies on immigrant integration. But our study suggests that 

assimilation often happens organically, from the interaction of new and old immigrant out-groups.  

Our results also highlight the importance of native acceptance in driving immigrant 

assimilation, suggesting that policy that targets native attitudes (Adida et al. 2017, Dinas and Fouka 

2017) might be at least as promising as interventions directed at immigrants themselves. 
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Endnotes 

[1] The great migration of African Americans from the south was also triggered by increasing violence 

and disenfranchisement, as well as by declining productivity in agriculture, where most blacks were 

employed at the time. 

 


