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PLACE, AGE, AND CULTURE
Community Living and Ethnic Identity

Among Lebanese American Adolescents

KRISTINE J. AJROUCH
University of Michigan

The social ties that exist within an ethnic group are highlighted through the perceptions of
adolescent children of Lebanese immigrants and examined to discern the process of accul-
turation and the negotiation of ethnic identity. The adolescents studied live in an ethnic com-
munity that continues to receive immigrants. They attend school where the majority of the
students are of the same ethnic group. They are the first generation in their family to grow up
in America. These conditions produce a unique intersection where place, age, and culture
converge. Interviews were conducted with 20 Arab American adolescents from this ethnic
community. They elaborate on factors that frame their identities through accounts of their
social relationships. Positive and negative perceptions of living in an ethnic community are
discussed. The parameters of ethnic identity formation and evidence of selective accultura-
tion are detected through the adolescents’ descriptions of their social relationships within
this ethnic community.

Ethnic groups are loosely organized formations consisting of
social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions. The existence
of these groups hinges on the organization of a given society, and
identification with an ethnic group varies by individual and situa-
tion. The ethnic paradigm is one that acknowledges group forma-
tion processes that are based on patterns of culture and descent
(Glazer & Moynihan, 1975). In the United States, it is a useful para-
digm for studying the process of adaptation after migration.

Ethnic groups are markers of identity in the United States.
Among immigrants, ethnic membership seems to be a direct out-
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come of the adaptation process. Erdmans (1995) described this pro-
cess among the Polish in Chicago. In particular, she demonstrated
the social construction of a cultural ethnic identity that occurs through
the interactions that immigrants have in American society. Over
time, members interpret their ethnic identity in historical contexts
that serve to shape and reshape the meaning of a particular ethnic
affiliation.

The emergence of ethnicity and ethnic groups begins in places
where the immigrant culture meets the host culture. Such an inter-
section is often found when people with shared cultural- or national-
origin characteristics occupy a specific geographical area. Ethnic
communities form through the relations of immigrant individuals
who aspire to cooperate with one another to achieve particular goals
(Zhou & Bankston, 1998). The ethnic community becomes the con-
text in which acculturation occurs and is a factor that influences the
development of an ethnic identity for its members.

The predominant influential work on ethnicity is derived from
the Chicago school, whose work on immigration and urban studies
forms the foundation of American sociology. Present theories of
ethnicity stem from the work of pioneering sociologists during this
era (e.g., Park, 1928; Park & Miller, 1921; Thomas & Znaniecki,
1927). Their work addressed national concerns throughout this
period about whether immigrants from eastern and southern
Europe could successfully adapt to life in America.

The concern over whether new immigrants and subsequent gen-
erations are able to adapt continues today (Mills, 1994). Identity
politics and the postindustrial economic transition erupted into a
national backlash against immigration during the last couple of
decades. At the end of the 20th century, issues of immigration
remained a source of contention. A key concern among politicians,
journalists, and academics who perceive continued immigration as
a threat is the possibility of exacerbating the existing cultural divi-
sions that mark the American landscape.

Immigrants from Arab-speaking countries have been coming to
the United States since the late 1800s (Naff, 1985; Orfalea, 1988).
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In recent years, their numbers have increased, primarily due to
political unrest and lack of economic opportunities in the Middle
East. The revised immigration laws since 1965 are another factor.
These laws emphasize family reunification and political asylum,
thus drawing increasingly from the Middle East as well as Asia and
Latin America. Researchers have noted that the increase in immi-
gration from non-European nations has renewed nativist ideals and
worries among some journalists, politicians, and academics that
question the ability of these new immigrants to adapt (Mills, 1994;
Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Rumbaut, 1994). These worries, along
with an ethnic revival that has occurred in the United States since
the early 1970s, have led to a renewed interest in studying ethnic
identity. Most recently, the children of immigrants, who are the first
in their families to grow up in America, have been of particular interest
(Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Waters, 1996; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).

ETHNIC IDENTITY AND THE SECOND GENERATION

An ethnic identity may be defined as a social identity, specifi-
cally “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from
his [or her] knowledge of [the individual’s] membership of a social
group (or groups) together with the value and emotional signifi-
cance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). An eth-
nic identity must be viewed as processual—not static. It is dynamic
and results from the individual’s interaction with others of the same
social group(s). Recent scholarship proposes that ethnic identity
should be seen as one that is negotiated (Erdmans, 1995; Nagel,
1994). The negotiation of ethnic identity arises as individuals take
characteristics from various cultural “tool kits” (Swidler, 1986) and
create evolving definitions through their interactions with others.
Hence, the proposition that definitions and delineation of racial and
ethnic identities are constantly changing (Omi & Winant, 1994)
derives in part from the instances of negotiated identities through
social relations.
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Among immigrants, the parameters and meaning of an ethnic
identity begin with the culture, traditions, and practices that are
maintained from the homeland. The children of immigrants—the
second generation—become the carriers through which the home-
land ways are either transmitted or lost. The second generation
becomes the critical point from which to examine the processes of
ethnic identity formation and acculturation. They are the first of
their family to spend the majority of their life, if not all, in America.
Issues of identity, language, economic mobility, ethnic community,
and intermarriage become fundamental areas of adaptation for the
second generation. The decisions they make and opportunities
available to them will have an impact on whether future generations
are successful in the United States (Portes, 1996, 1997).

Interactions that the children of immigrants have in an ethnic
community are a notable context for group research. Analyses of
the interactions among members of an ethnic group who reside in
an ethnic community reveal some significant issues in the process
of adaptation. The meanings produced through these interactions
and relationships ultimately signify the parameters of a personal
and group identity.

Drawing from the early sociological writings on immigration and
adaptation (Park, 1928; Park & Miller, 1921; Thomas & Znaniecki,
1927) as well as the more recent work on second-generation immi-
grants (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Waters, 1996; Zhou & Bankston,
1998), the question of adaptation and ethnic identity formation is
posed to the situation of Arab immigrants. This study seeks to
explore how relational aspects of this ethnic group affiliation affect
adaptation and identity formation among children of immigrants.
The adolescents in this study offer some insight into the process by
which group relations produce meanings that both highlight the
process of acculturation and simultaneously point to significant
aspects of an ethnic identity.

A brief discussion highlighting the history of Arab immigrants
to the United States will provide insight into the environment in
which the adolescents live and facilitate an understanding of the
intersection among place, age, and culture.
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THE ETHNIC COMMUNITY

The official number of Arab Americans in the United States is
just more than 715,000 (Bureau of the Census, 1998). Because
Arab Americans are officially considered Caucasian or White by
the U.S. government, they are represented as a distinct group on the
census only through the optional ancestry question. This number,
therefore, is an underestimate. Other estimates based on commu-
nity tallies predict that there are approximately 2 to 2.5 million
Arab Americans in the United States (Zogby, 1990). Lebanon is the
number one nation of origin for Arab immigrants, followed by Iraq
and Egypt (Bureau of the Census, 1997).

In Michigan, the estimated population of Arab Americans num-
bers approximately 250,000 (Zogby, 1990). The Detroit/Dearborn
area has the largest and most discernible Arab American commu-
nity in the United States. As in other parts of the nation, the Leba-
nese make up the highest percentage (43.7%) of the local Arab
American population (Zogby, 1990). Specifically, the northeastern
section of Dearborn (east Dearborn) is where Arab immigrants
have settled.

EAST DEARBORN

The Arab community in Dearborn is made up of immigrants
who entered the United States at different points in time with vari-
ous educational, economic, and social backgrounds. The first Arab
Muslim immigrants came from Lebanon, arriving at the turn of the
20th century. They settled in Highland Park, which was the original
location of Ford Motor Company. The immigrants worked as un-
skilled labor in the factories and also opened businesses in the area.
As is characteristic of immigrants in general, most entered the
United States with the goal of earning large sums of money and
then returning to their homeland. After World War II and the subse-
quent political turmoil in the Middle East, it became more common
for the Lebanese immigrants to remain in the United States (Aswad,
1992). Whereas early Lebanese immigrants are described as pre-
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ferring the independence of peddling (Naff, 1985), the automobile
factories attracted a substantial number of Arabs to make the met-
ropolitan Detroit area in Michigan home to the largest concentra-
tion of Arab Americans within the United States.

The next wave of immigration from Lebanon to the metropolitan
Detroit area commenced with the Immigration Act of 1965. The
policy of family reunification created opportunities for those immi-
grants who arrived prior to the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 (which
effectively halted immigration from everywhere but Western
Europe) to apply for permission so that their extended family may
join them. Although that region of the Middle East was experienc-
ing some instability at the time, opportunities in the United States
for economic and educational advancement were the primary rea-
sons for migration (Aswad, 1974, 1992).

The northeast section of Dearborn (east Dearborn) began to
grow with an Arab American population in the late 1970s as Leba-
nese immigrants increasingly relocated from the southern section
of Dearborn. A primary reason for this move may be understood
through the effort to rezone the southern section of Dearborn from
residential to industrial (Aswad, 1974). Furthermore, Lebanese
immigrants were experiencing increased affluence, and east Dear-
born is known for its middle-class housing (Walbridge, 1997).

The most recent wave of Lebanese immigration commenced in
the mid-1970s, due to the civil war in Lebanon, and increased again
in 1982 with the Israeli invasion. The circumstances of both the home
country and the host country were entirely different from the situa-
tions of the first two waves. At this point in time, war was the pri-
mary reason for leaving Lebanon, and economic opportunities in
the United States diminished as the nation entered a major reces-
sion. In particular, the depressed auto industry, where in the past
many Arab immigrants had found employment, could no longer
offer reliable employment (Aswad, 1992). Aswad described the
most recent immigrants from Lebanon as including a significant
proportion that tends to be more educated and more prosperous
along with those who come from the villages or rural areas of Leba-
non. Currently, many of those who at one time worked in the facto-
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ries (or hoped to find work in the factories) own or are employed in
stores and gas stations throughout the Detroit metropolitan area.

East Dearborn has recently been referred to as Little Beirut by
Walbridge (1997), who has conducted fieldwork in east Dearborn
since 1987. Walbridge described east Dearborn as a community
that strives for success, with no purposeful attempt to recreate life
in the homeland. For instance, the architecture lacks any deliberate
effort to look Middle Eastern, and dress overall tends to be either
Western or Islamic, not village-like. The businesses in this ethnic
community also like to cater to non-Arabs.

This area has also witnessed a growth in mosques. Whereas in
1988 four main centers existed, today there are eight. The four new
additions in east Dearborn over the past 9 years represent the diver-
sity of the Arab community. Which mosque is attended depends to
a great extent on whether one is an immigrant, one’s education level,
from where one immigrated, as well as one’s socioeconomic status.
Religious institutions provide not only a place where the American
born can learn about their religion, they also function as a social
center where community members gather. The importance of these
institutions lies in the fact that they symbolize the traditional cul-
ture of their home country.

The adolescents living in this ethnic community attend public
schools where the majority of students are of Arab descent. Although
education is highly valued, adolescent males in particular begin to
feel pressure to achieve instant financial success. The full effect of
this social pressure has yet to be observed. There are indications,
however, that because the males are urged to realize the American
dream of financial success, the cultural meaning of an Arab ethnic
identity is increasingly located in the behavior of the females
(Ajrouch, 1999). Overall, males are experiencing a loosening of
cultural constraints from their family and community, whereas
females experience perhaps even more restrictions on their behav-
ior. This gendered division of expectations leads the community to
rely on females for the maintenance of tradition and the perpetua-
tion of an Arab identity. The male, on the other hand, more easily
acculturates because he faces less cultural pressure to maintain tra-
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ditional behavior such as spending more time at home with the fam-
ily to achieve success (Ajrouch, 1999).

Although much of the social activity in this ethnic community
tends to be community and family centered (e.g., weddings become
community events), other socializing among the adolescents tends
to be segregated by gender, and dating is not openly accepted.
Therefore, social pursuits for adolescents generally occur with males
and females engaging in separate activities. This is a situation that
most adolescents accept as the traditional way of behaving. On vis-
iting their parents’ homeland, however, many discover that this seg-
regation is a relic of the traditional past and not contemporarily
practiced. On these visits, they see groups of adolescent males and
females socializing with one another quite often.

Within the last few years, immigrants and their children have
begun to move westward to the neighboring suburb of Dearborn
Heights. East Dearborn still continues to remain the center of the
Arab ethnic community. It is there that one finds the specialty stores
that sell spices and foods needed to cook Lebanese cuisine, bakeries
that make bread and sweets, fruit and vegetable markets stocked
with Lebanese ingredients, hair salons that cater to Lebanese men
and women, and of course, religious institutions.

METHOD

The data used in this article are drawn from a larger study that
examined ethnic identity formation among children of Lebanese
immigrants. The sample consists of 20 adolescents (10 males and
10 females) ranging in age from 14 years to 19 years old. They are
all second-generation Lebanese Muslim adolescents with the
exception of 1 female who immigrated with her parents at the age of
10. Most reside in the ethnic community of east Dearborn, with 2
having recently moved to Dearborn Heights.

Subjects were obtained through snowball sampling methods.
First, adolescents were identified through personal contacts at a
community college and local university. The majority of partici-
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pants were gathered by asking initial respondents if they could refer
other second-generation adolescents who might be willing to share
their personal histories and views about growing up in America.
Second, participants were identified and recruited from a local high
school (a total of 8) in cooperation with the school administration.
All participants signed a written consent form, and those younger
than the age of 18 also obtained written permission from their
parents.

How do second-generation Arab American adolescents feel about
living in an ethnic community? What are the positives? The nega-
tives? Do they think they want to remain there for the rest of their
lives? How do they define themselves? Are they Arab, American,
or some combination? I posed these questions to the adolescents
individually through a one-on-one, face-to-face interview. Life his-
tory interviews were conducted with this sample, thus allowing for
the study of subjective aspects of ethnic identity formation along
with historical and structural influences (Maines, 1992). The inter-
view was semistructured and focused on the themes of homeland
ties, identity, family ties, peer relations, and community life. Inter-
views lasted from 1 hour to 90 minutes. The fact that I am the child
of a second-generation Lebanese mother and an Iranian immigrant
father facilitated access to the adolescents. My maternal grandpar-
ents originate from the same area of Lebanon as the parents of the
adolescents in this study. I have never lived in the ethnic community
from which the participants were drawn, but I had made connec-
tions to the community through family relations, community orga-
nizations, and mosque attendance. These factors helped me to estab-
lish rapport with the adolescents and gain parental support.

The life history interviews were conducted with the goal of dis-
covering some of the processes by which Arab adolescents form
their ethnic identity. The adolescents in this study live in a commu-
nity that continues to receive immigrants (Aswad, 1992; Walbridge,
1997), and therefore are exposed to the most recent form of immi-
grant culture. They are simultaneously exposed to the emerging
norms of American society and, in adolescence, are at an age where
ethnicity becomes more salient (Waters, 1990). The particular
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questions analyzed in this study address the attitudes and experi-
ences of second-generation Arab immigrants living in the ethnic
community.

All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Analysis fol-
lowed accepted procedures of grounded theory (Strauss, 1987).
Analysis of the data collected began with identifying themes that
emerged as the adolescents answered the questions posed to them.
Categories were then developed from the themes that arose from
each question.

RELATIONS IN AN ETHNIC COMMUNITY

The intersection of place, age, and culture may be seen through
the connections and relationships described by the adolescents in
this study, whose ages range from 14 to 19. The ethnic community
represents the place in which these interactions occur. And, the cul-
ture is reflected through the interaction of immigrant and host soci-
eties. This unique situation represents the context for the following
analysis of acculturation and ethnic identity. The adolescents’ dis-
cussions about the negative and positive characteristics of ethnic
community living and their personal and group identity reveal how
the connections and relationships between ethnic group members
represent negotiated situations of adaptation.

Answers given provided access to the connections that the ado-
lescents have with other members of their ethnic group and also
demonstrate how those relationships contribute to an understand-
ing of their ethnic identity. The fact that these adolescents have
lived in an ethnic community has a significant impact on not only
their identity but also on how they place themselves in the context
of American society.

BOATER AND WHITE:
THE CULTURAL POLES OF IDENTITY

During participant-observation research I conducted 1 year prior
to this study, I detected usage of two terms representing reference
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groups by which the adolescents locate themselves—boater and
White. A boater is the term second-generation adolescents ascribe
to immigrants. It signifies that the immigrant has not yet acquired
the American cultural habits with which the adolescents identify
including fluent unbroken English and clothing that reflects current
American fashion trends. The term boater may also be used in jest
(e.g., in situations when the members of the second generation are
joking around with one another), yet the connotation remains the
same.

A White represents members of dominant American society
and has both positive and negative aspects. The positive dimen-
sions include access to education and privilege. The negative
dimensions include a lackadaisical attitude and no sense of obliga-
tion, commitment, or responsibility. They are neither, but some-
where between.

The adolescents in the present study were specifically asked
about these terms during the life history interview, and although
they were initially embarrassed and quick to denounce their usage,
all could describe through examples the meanings of these
categories.

These categories are described through accounts of the relations
that the adolescents have with other group members, thus demon-
strating that identity is developed in the context of the relationships
these adolescents have with their family, peers, school, and com-
munity. The following narrative is in response to the question ask-
ing the participant if she is acquainted with the categories of boater
and White. Her reaction offers some insight into the existence of
these categories:

That’s true. Even though my fiancé would be considered a boater
[laugh]. Yes, but if you are strong enough to stand by your will,
stand up for what you believe in, truly believe in, I don’t think
there’s a boater around here and I don’t think there’s a White boy
around here. And I don’t think there’s an Arab around
here . . . because we’re all human beings, you know. . . . But the way
everybody puts it around here, yeah, then there is . . . like everybody
will come up to me and say “Oh my God, you’re marrying a boater?!
How is it?” And I’d be like, “They’re way better than the guys that
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were here.” . . . He is sure treating me better than the other guy is.
Maybe it’s hard because he’s speaking Arabic and I’m speaking
English.

The respondent’s comments reveal her knowledge of the catego-
ries and that she prefers they did not exist. She tells of the ridicule
and judgment she must endure because boaters are deemed inferior
to those who are more Americanized. A boater represents immi-
grant culture and refers to the situation of those who have not yet
acculturated. Those designated as boater seem to represent an embar-
rassment to the American-reared children. Their language, their
dress, and their style characterize them. Interestingly, it is a fluid
category with permeable boundaries. Immigrants may acculturate
out of this group and lose the boater status.

However, there is the danger of excessive acculturation. The
term White refers to those who are members of the dominant Amer-
ican society, and there are specific cultural attributes that the ado-
lescents criticize. White men and women are characterized as too
free and lacking in any sense of obligation or responsibility. Never-
theless, they do wish to acquire other White traits members of the
second generation describe such as education, wealth, and power.

The designation of the two categories—boater and White—
reflects the intersection of place, age, and culture. They are indica-
tive of the acculturation process in that the ethnic community pro-
vides that place in which the relations among these adolescents
occur, and the interaction of immigrant and host cultures is occur-
ring through the emergence of the polar identities, labeled as boater
and White.

NEGATIVE ASPECTS

The negative aspects described by the adolescents converge on
one theme: the desire to escape community gossip. This perceived
negative aspect is significant in that it points to how relations
among group members produce undesirable situations. However, it
also signifies that traditional means of maintaining order are ques-
tioned, disliked, and for some, unacceptable. The immigrant par-
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ents accept gossip as a legitimate tool for ensuring the safety of
their children (see Ajrouch, 1997). The second generation, how-
ever, is critical of this practice, revealing how group relations may
produce the beginnings of acculturation.

The negative aspects of ethnic group membership within an eth-
nic community may be discerned through the descriptions of the
connections and interactions among group members. In response to
the question, “Would you like to live in Dearborn for the rest of your
life?” only 3 of the 20 said unequivocally that they want to remain.
All 3 were males. The reason given common to all 3 was that they
had lived in Dearborn for most or all of their lives and saw no reason
why they would not remain. They are comfortable there and wish to
remain close by their families. The majority of adolescents, how-
ever, did not indicate a desire to remain, and a few were sure they
would definitely not remain in Dearborn. For those who had no
strong inclinations, the deciding factor hinged on job opportunities
for males and marriage outcomes for females. For those who would
like to leave the community, reasons ranged from wanting to move
to Lebanon and going away to college (cited by females) to other
explanations that both males and females specified, including a
desire to experience some place new.

The 4 respondents who were adamant about not living in Dear-
born for the rest of their lives (1 male and 3 female) gave the same
reason: a desire to escape being talked about. The male respondent
immediately replied negatively when asked the question:

Not me. I can’t wait to get out. Cuz like in Dearborn everybody is
known. Everybody knows you. If you’re driving a car down the
street, and you have, say you have a girl in your car. That’s like the
biggest talk of the town. I mean you want to get away from, you
want to go somewhere, like I have a friend here from California.
He’s living here. Nobody knows him. He could do whatever he
wants. Nobody is going to know who he is. You want to move some-
where where you are not known.

This ethnic community is in large part a result of chain migra-
tion, and gossip is a traditional means of social control that is main-
tained and sustained through community living. It is a negative
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sanction that adolescents dislike. The fact that this particular male
must fear reputation-damaging gossip from the act of openly being
seen with a female also hints at the ethnic nature of this gossip.
Being seen with an individual of the opposite gender is rarely
grounds for negative comments in dominant American culture. In
fact, teens are generally encouraged to mingle with the opposite sex
as is evident in school-sponsored events such as homecoming,
prom, and Sadie Hawkins dances. Furthermore, popular culture in
the form of movies, television, and music encourage male-female
relationships among adolescents.

The fact that all adolescents cite gossip as a negative aspect of
community living, yet their parents view it as means to maintain
control over their children, further suggests that this complaint is
specific to the ethnic group situation. Although parent-child differ-
ences are evident in general, it produces a unique outcome for mem-
bers of ethnic groups when immigrant parents are struggling to
retain traditional aspects of their culture. The ethnic community of
Arab Americans produces a network of social relations that attempts
to enforce control over its members.

Of those who were adamant about not staying, the females’
responses were very similar, as represented by the following account:

Nope. Hell no!! Oh God, no. Because it was so hard on me growing
up. My parents, they never let me sleep outside the house, and when
I was in elementary school, I was in Girl Scouts, and they had camp-
ing, and I wasn’t allowed to go. My friends had slumber parties, and
I couldn’t go. I could only stay until 10. You know. And I want to let
them go out and have fun and be able to sit there and gossip about
boys, talk about clothes, and like play cards and have fun. And I
know if I let my daughters do that, someone is going to say some-
thing stupid, and they’re, it’s just going to hurt them. So I want to go
somewhere where people live the life the way I like to live life. I am
definitely not staying in Dearborn. God forbid.

Although these two accounts are representative of the general
consensus for those who strongly indicate that they do not wish to
live in Dearborn for the duration of their lives, similar explanations
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emerged among all of the adolescents who participated in this study
as they described the negative aspects of living in an ethnic commu-
nity. The adolescents unanimously agreed that a lack of privacy, or
“all eyes on you” as one female respondent said, is the aspect of liv-
ing in Dearborn they liked least. This matter is significant because
their responses indicate that whereas some obviously feel more
strongly about it than others, it is a prevalent negative perception
among the second generation.

POSITIVE ASPECTS

The positive aspects discussed are more complex and detailed.
They too reveal how the relationships among group members
contribute to the negotiation of an ethnic identity. The adolescents’
responses indicate that social ties inherent to the community situa-
tion are a major force in their understanding of who they are. The
positive aspects of living in an ethnic community revolved around
two prevalent themes: cultural congruency and familial relations.

The life of Arab American adolescents is one marked by specific
norms and expectations. Religion is a salient aspect of their daily
practices. One example of this element is the refrain from eating
pork and eating only halal (kosher) meats. These practices, which
are sanctioned through religious precepts, represent a taken-for-
granted aspect of their normal dietary habit. Their families and
community also levy on them social restrictions that are grounded
in cultural understandings of appropriate behavior. For instance,
dating is not a practice openly accepted. Some adolescents do date
without their family’s knowledge; however, it is an American norm
that is shunned by the Arab Americans in this community.

As the adolescents characterized the positive aspects of living in
an ethnic community, the theme of cultural congruency arose. The
teens described the feeling that overall they may count on being
understood. They do not have to explain why they cannot date, what
their religion is, why they must be home at a particular time, why
they may not spend the night over at someone’s house, and so on.
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As one male adolescent stated, “Well, there’s people from where
you are from, here. So they know how it is.” Knowing how it is
refers to all of the cultural ways that this young man had described
previously such as having to pray or having strict parents.

Familial relations encompass those social ties that signify family
situations. Many adolescents stated that they like growing up in a
place that allowed for frequent interactions with immediate as well
as extended family members. These interactions promote a feeling
of closeness. Familial relations are related in part to the cultural
understanding that the adolescents describe, but this aspect reveals
another level of the perceived positive characteristics. It signifies a
feeling of social support by virtue of living in an ethnic community.
This detail is illustrated in the following account:

It’s more of a, you feel a community—a lot. You feel up close with
everybody. I mean, your neighbors across the street are Arabic.
Your neighbors right next door—you know what I mean? Every-
body—they understand you, you understand them. They know what
you can do, and what you can’t. And you know the same thing. And
everybody—they kind of have the same kind of values. So every-
body kind of looks out for each other in a way. Which I mean, I like
that. You know, once you leave your street it’s like where are you
going. You don’t know what kind of people you are going to see out
there.

In this statement, the participant summarizes the benefits of liv-
ing in an ethnic community: feeling of closeness, belonging, under-
standing, and security. She was then asked to elaborate on the val-
ues to which she referred:

Sticking together with your own kind. Helping each other out, that’s
like the major thing that they do. Where, I mean one thing that really
bothers me about Americans is—putting their old people in nursing
homes. That just really irks me. I just, I can’t, I can’t picture that. I
mean this is somebody who spent their whole life caring for you,
and you just want to put them in a room with a nurse. That’s
just—out of everything, that really bothers me. I think family is
stressed, in the Arabic community, you know that they are more
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likely to tend after their elders, like their grandparents or whatever.
That’s one thing I really, really love a lot, the values.

Familial relations are stressed and become the foundation of the
values that she discussed earlier. That is, the values she praises are
those associated with family—sticking together, helping one
another out, caring for one another, and respect for the elderly.

The networks of social relations within the ethnic community
serve as a pervasive mechanism of support and control. Zhou and
Bankston (1998) stated, “Ethnicity is not simply an ascribed cate-
gory; it is an identity rooted in distinctive patterns of social relation-
ships” (p. 230). The negative and positive characteristics of living
in this particular ethnic community are related to the social ties
among group members. Gossip, which is the negative characteris-
tic that the adolescents describe, and cultural congruency and
familial relations, the positive characteristics the adolescents
describe, result from the interactions of group members. Both posi-
tive and negative aspects cited constitute a tension that represents
two aspects of the adolescents’ identity—the adolescents feel con-
nected to both Arab and American identities. In fact, the interac-
tions and connections that arise within this ethnic community
become an important avenue of immigrant adaptation because they
create an affinity with larger American society while simulta-
neously forging a strong Arab identity.

DISCUSSION

These data concern a chief aspect of immigrant adaptation, spe-
cifically the matter of identity. The adolescents’ responses uncover
the existence of reference groups through which identity emerges
as well as patterns of both positive and negative sentiments regard-
ing community living, suggesting that social relationships in an
ethnic community are an important mechanism for identity forma-
tion. The adolescents reveal patterns of social relationships that are
distinct to living within a community of immigrants as they respond
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to questions about identity and living in Dearborn. These distinct
patterns of social relationships hint at the process of acculturation
through the formation of an ethnic identity. The narratives of the
second-generation adolescents suggest some noteworthy issues that
merit discussion.

The significance of studying adaptation among second-generation
immigrants within a community setting has only recently emerged
as a significant topic of study. In particular, Zhou and Bankston
(1998) provided a comprehensive analysis of second-generation
Vietnamese living in a New Orleans community. They explained
both success and failure among these second-generation adolescents
through the social relationships that exist within families, between
families, and how the ethnic community fits into the local area as
well as larger American society. Some become delinquents,
whereas others succeed, depending on the relationship the adoles-
cents have with their families, the community, and the larger soci-
ety. Significantly, they elaborate a theory of ethnic social relations
that uniquely captures the tension that exists between immigrant
traditionalism and the desire for social mobility along with the ten-
sions that exist between community sanction and individual oppor-
tunities. Selective Americanization is the result of these tensions
depending on the interactions that occur within the community.
Zhou and Bankston’s work demonstrated that empirical evidence
exists to support the notion that the foundation of ethnic identity is
not simply an ascribed status that arises through immigration, but
must be understood as a product of social relationships.

The designation of the two categories—boater and White—
reflects a group consciousness among adolescent children of immi-
grants. This is evident by the fact that all participants were able to
discuss these categories. Furthermore, this group consciousness is
a direct result of the interactions that occur within the community.
The traits of the boater represent undesirable characteristics,
whereas the characteristics of being White hold both favorable and
unfavorable connotations. The existence of such polar categories,
representing immigrant and dominant American culture, suggests
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that identity is negotiated through social relationships and may be
an especially salient element to the process of immigrant adaptation.

The matter of identity is further evident as adolescents discuss
the positive and negative aspects of living in Dearborn. Ethnic iden-
tity is often synonymous with ideas of family and closeness. For
example, research dealing with the Polish (Lopata, 1994),
Chaldeans (Sengstock, 1982), and various other European ethnic
groups (Waters, 1990) have found that each think they have closer
family ties than do Americans. When Waters (1990) discussed the
tendency of third- and fourth-generation White ethnics to maintain
a relatively strong ethnic identity, she demonstrated that even among
those who are three or four times removed from the immigrant
experience, their identity is often rooted in images of family.

Family units are the significant primary groups for most people.
For immigrants, however, the importance of family relations
extends its influence because families also represent the primary
association through which immigrants connect to their homeland.
Family becomes the site of traditionalism and represents the group
through which individuals may achieve a sense of belonging. This
feeling of having different family values is not peculiar to only Arab
Americans but tends to mark the significance of ethnic identity.

Ethnic communities are often romanticized as a desirable place
and time. Even those who once lived in such a community have fond
memories and positive images (Waters, 1990). Ethnic communities
exude warmth and a feeling of support—characteristics of which
adolescents in this particular ethnic community spoke highly and
with enthusiasm. However, a tension also exists between the warm
feeling of support and the observation that there is little privacy.
One finds alongside warmth and security the existence of restric-
tions and confinement. The adolescents’ dislike of gossip illustrates
this tension and points to the importance of social relationships to
the adaptation process. This ongoing tension is a negotiation between
community sanctions and individual freedom, which is a very real
situation that all Americans face. The significance of this tension
for these second-generation adolescents, however, arises from the
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source of these community sanctions, which is immigrant tradi-
tionalism. Ironically, the potential threat this tension poses is to the
very elements of ethnic affiliation that the second generation finds
so satisfying.

IMPLICATIONS

This analysis contributes to the growing literature on the negoti-
ation of identity. Specifically, this study demonstrates some of the
group mechanisms through which identity develops. By examining
the adolescents’ accounts of community living, it is clear that social
relationships contribute significantly to ethnic identity. Moreover,
the process of acculturation may be examined through these social
relationships.

Ethnic communities begin as an immigrant community works to
bridge the way of life in the homeland with that of the new land,
becoming important vehicles for immigrant adaptation to Ameri-
can life (Gordon, 1964; Park & Miller, 1921). The impact that com-
munity living has on the second generation, however, has not been
widely researched. The existence of the boater and White catego-
ries is evidence of how relationships among Arab Americans living
in their ethnic community of east Dearborn contribute to the pro-
cess of adaptation and identity formation.

Boater is the immigrant identity and an identity from which the
second generation wants to distance themselves. White represents
the dominant American society and is viewed as a category sepa-
rate from who the adolescents are and how they define themselves.
White is an identity that reflects total assimilation and has both pos-
itive and negative traits. The positive characteristics, which are
those that the adolescents wish to acquire, are power and privilege;
the negative characteristics, those that the adolescents do not wish
to acquire, are lack of obligation and responsibility to their ethnic
group members. The existence of these polar identities suggests
that on some level, selective Americanization is at work within this
community.
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The consistent theme of wishing to escape community gossip
that the adolescents describe when discussing the negative aspects
about living in an ethnic community reveals a critical juncture in
the acculturation process. The desire for anonymity and to escape a
situation of “all eyes on you” reflects the basic American tenet of
individualism that is indoctrinated to all American youth through
the public education system, exposure to the mass media, as well as
through American folklore. Some adolescents felt more strongly
about it than did others, but nevertheless, it was a recurring theme
found throughout the interviews. This tension between community
control and individual quests is negotiated within their community.
It is in these social group relationships that the beginnings of accul-
turation commence.

Significant aspects of ethnic identity formation arise as adoles-
cents describe the positive attributes of living in Dearborn. The
recurring theme of family emerges as central, thus highlighting
how these primary social ties produce indelible facets of group and
personal identity for the second generation. Their descriptions
reveal that social relationships between and among group members
are the hallmark of ethnicity. Yet it remains to be seen whether such
notions evolve into mere options that may be accessed at will,
depending on individual needs. Moreover, the detection of cultural
congruency as a perceived positive characteristic suggests that there
are aspects of community living that may continue to be important
for the second generation due to the saliency of religion.

The interaction between ethnic community, American society,
and the ways of the immigrant homeland intersects through social
relationships to create subtle yet important dimensions to the adap-
tation and, ultimately, identity of the second-generation cohort.
Overall, this analysis represents an important contribution to under-
standing how adaptation and meaning are produced through group
relations. This study illuminates some of the pathways through
which meaning arises. The meanings attached to an ethnic identity
produce not only feelings of belonging, but also have implications
for the success and/or failure of this and future generations in
American society. Identity is a key component of immigrant adap-
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tation and contributes to both upward and downward mobility in
American society. The issue addressed here is that such an identity
results from the social relationships that emerge over time through
the intersection of place, age, and culture.
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