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NEW IMMIGRANTS IN MINNESOTA: THE SOMALI
IMMIGRATION AND ASSIMILATION

Kebba Darboe*

ABSTRACT

The paper examines immigration and assimilation processes of Somalis in
Minnesota. Does America have an assimilation problem? There are two
competing answers to the preceding question: Barone (2001) says “no”
because immigrants have always blended. By contrast, Fonte’s (2001)
answer is “yes” because today’s assimilating forces are much different
than those that prevailed in the early twentieth century. Drawing on
African American experiences, Somalis face several challenges: cultural
differences, English Language, racism, social and economic inequalities.
Additionally, African immigrants, generally, have difficulty grasping the
concept of race in America because everyone is identified by the skin-
color rather than by their nationality. Therefore, racial and cultural
backgrounds can complicate the process of assimilation for Somalis.
Arguably, there is a relationship between immigration and assimilation.

Introduction

Heightened national concerns about immigration to the United
States are the impetus for this study. The term “immigration”
involves the movement of people into or out of a specific
geographic area, for example, Somalis immigrating to Minnesota.
The state of Minnesota has always been a destination for African
immigrants, but since 1990 their numbers increased when refugees
escaped civil wars and famine in Somalia, Sudan, Liberia, and
Sierra Leone. Somalia is located in Eastern Africa, east of Ethiopia
bordering the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean. It has an esti-
mated total population of seven and half million. Most people are
Sunni (Orthodox) Muslims, and there are three major ethnic groups:
Somali, Bantu, and Arabs. The official language is Somali but other
languages are spoken like Arabic, Italian, and English. Since their
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leader Siad Barre was removed from power in 1991, civil war and
clan warfare has devastated the economy. Somalis like other immi-
grants choose Minnesota because of good opportunities, strong
social services, and good educational and health care systems. For
the preceding reasons, about sixty thousand Somalis consider
Minnesota their second home. 

The assimilation theory, which dominated the thinking of
the early United States, assumes that all persons should be accultur-
ated to become Americans. This theory lies behind the
contemporary “English only” movement and the problem is that
those who espouse assimilation may equate difference with defi-
ciency. However, the government continues to support some aspects
of assimilation such as English as a Second Language and Bilingual
Education Programs. Today, the debate is shaped by one important
question: does America have an assimilation problem? There are
two competing answers to this question: Michael Barone (2001)
says “no” because immigrants have always blended. Barone argued
further that the immigrants of the year 2000, in many ways, resem-
ble the major immigrant groups of 1900, for example, the Italians. 

By contrast, John Fonte’s answer is “yes” because today’s
assimilating forces are much different than those that prevailed in
the early twentieth century. Additionally, Berns (2001) pointed out
that civic or patriotic assimilation equates with loyalty to the
American creed and constitutional republic, and is even more
important than learning English. Through the experiences of
Somalis in Minnesota, this study examines the relationship between
immigration and assimilation processes and their implications.

Immigration

The United States is proud to be a “nation of immigrants,” celebrat-
ing the theme of national renewal and rebirth embodied in the story
of newcomers starting over in the land of opportunity (Martin and
Midgley 1994). There are four main classes of aliens or non-citi-
zens. First, immigrants are citizens of other countries who are
admitted on the basis of family ties or professional or job qualifica-
tions. Second, refugees are persons outside their country of
citizenship who fear persecution for political, religious, or other
reasons, if they return. Asylees, unlike refugees, arrive in the United
States and then request safe haven. Third, non-immigrants are
persons who are granted temporary entry for a specific purpose
such as studying, working, or visiting. Finally, unauthorized or ille-
gal migrants are foreigners with neither immigrant nor non-
immigrant visas. 
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Waves of immigrants come to America from different parts
of the world. According to McLemore, Romo, and Baker (2001)
there were three great immigration streams to the United States and
each had different characteristics: The first great immigrant stream
came in the early nineteenth century and included the Irish,
Germans, Norwegians, and Swedes. From 1890-1924, the second
great immigration stream came from southern and eastern European
countries such as Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece, and Poland. Their
languages and religions were further removed from the English than
was the first stream of immigrants. From 1946 to present, the third
great immigrant stream or new immigration came mainly from
Latin America, Asia, and refugees from World War II and Africa. 

In the last three decades, Africans have made up a more
significant part of the immigrant flow. In Minnesota, a high propor-
tion of immigrants come as refugees. The African refugees began
coming to Minnesota in the mid-1990s and after the U.S. interven-
tion, Somalia sent the most immigrants. Other immigrants come
from Eastern Europe, Vietnam, China, India, Mexico and Ethiopia.
In 1997, Somalis were the largest group of immigrants in
Minnesota. They are concentrated in Minneapolis, Saint Paul,
Rochester, Owatonna, Eden Prairie, St. Cloud, Marshall, and
Mankato.

Table 1 shows from 1993 to 2001 the number of Somalis
who came directly from refugee camps to Minnesota. However,
there are some Somalis who first settled in other parts of the United
States before moving to Minnesota, thereby dramatically increasing
the numbers to 1,964 in 2000. The new immigration has included
many refugees and undocumented immigrants. Minnesota immigra-
tion is very similar to the national trends. 
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Table 1. Somali Refugees

Year Number of Refugees 
1992 0 
1993 121 
1994 73 
1995 281 
1996 538 
1997 230 
1998 287 
1999 1,452 
2000 1,964 
2001 1,310 

Source: Minnesota Department of Human Services. 
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The demographic imbalance between developing and indus-
trial countries perpetuates the “push-pull” factors of international
migration. People are “pushed” from their country by poor
economic circumstances or by persecution, and “pulled” to another
country by economic opportunities and the hope of safety and free-
dom. However, immigration issues raise one important economic
question: Is immigration good for America? The increasing size of
the new immigration has generated a furious debate between propo-
nents and opponents of immigration. Paul R. Erlich (1971), an
opponent, argued in his book The Population Bomb that continued
population growth would result in overcrowding, resource degrada-
tion, and food scarcity. By contrast, a proponent Julian Simon
(1989) argued that population growth stimulates innovation because
new immigrants, in general, have diverse social backgrounds and
strong educational backgrounds. 

Furthermore, these new immigrants have a much wider vari-
ety of social, educational, and occupational backgrounds as
compared to the previous immigrants. This social change poses one
sociocultural question: Does immigration lead to separatism? The
answer to the question is “yes” because Asian, Hispanic, and
African immigrants may not assimilate easily thereby leading to
separatism (balkanization). By contrast, Simon (1989) pointed out
that immigrants increase the number of ethnic festivals celebrated,
diversity of foods eaten, and does not threaten national unity.

Since the days of the founding fathers, Americans have been
concerned about the economic, political, and cultural effects of
immigrants. These concerns are reflected in many immigration laws
for instance, many people who were displaced by World War II or
were refugees from communist countries were admitted to the
United States under provisions of the Displaced Persons Act of
1948. Under the Refugee Relief Act of 1953 additional non-quota
immigrants were permitted. President Eisenhower admitted thou-
sands of Hungarian refugees under the “parole” authority, and
President Kennedy admitted Cuban refugees by granting them
asylum under the Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 1962.

In the 1980s, Congress enacted three major reforms. First,
the Refugee Act of 1980 aimed to establish a systematic procedure
for the admission and effective resettlement of refugees of special
humanitarian concern to the United States. Second, during President
Reagan’s administration, the Immigration Reform and Control Act
were passed in 1986. The purpose of the Act was to reduce the flow
of undocumented immigration to the United States and grant a
general amnesty, that is, the legalization of all undocumented
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permanent residents who had lived in the country since 1982. Third,
Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1990 that increased the
number of immigrants and their families to enter under the employ-
ment-preference category.

Additionally, the evolving racial and ethnic compositions
are already having a profound impact on society, from social values
and culture to education. The challenge for policymakers is to
provide housing, jobs, language training, and other social services
to Somalis so that they can participate fully in society. It is this
evolving racial and ethnic composition that shapes the relationship
between immigration and assimilation processes. 

Assimilation Process

The literature of assimilation theories distinguishes between what is
known as “popular view” and Robert Park’s (1939) cycle of race
relations theory. In addition, Gordon (1964) explained the four sub-
processes and three ideologies of assimilation. 

“Popular view” assumes that within three generations immi-
grants will be Americanized. The first generation of immigrants
faces difficulty in assimilating because of language problems. The
second generation is the children of first immigrants. They achieve
more economic success than their parents, because they tend to
speak and write English fluently, and marry someone different from
their ethnic group. The third generation is the grand children of first
immigrants, who become completely mainstreamed. However, the
“popular view” assumptions are problematic for people of color like
the Somalis because they are dissimilar to the dominant group.

Park (1939) formulated a cycle of race relations theory that
focused on four stages: contact, competition, accommodation, and
eventual assimilation. During the contact stage the racial groups
gain momentum, thereby competing for land and social dominance;
in the accommodation stage, ethnic ties disappear, leading to even-
tual assimilation. The theory of race relations cycle can be applied
to people and cultures anywhere. The process is irreversible,
although racial barriers (obstacles) may slow the assimilation
process of some groups like African Americans. Park’s observation
is timeless because the Somalis encounter some of the same obsta-
cles as African Americans in the attempt to assimilate. Du Bois’s
(1903) statement about the African American “double conscious-
ness” strengthens the preceding observation when he wrote: “one
ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings in one dark body” (McLemore,
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Romo, and Baker 2001:314). Furthermore, the social dominance
often leads to incomplete assimilation or marginality, that is, one is
caught between two cultures. Indeed, the Somalis may take on the
characteristics of the dominant group but in the process may not be
fully accepted and, as a result, may feel neither Somali nor
American. As Schaefer (2002:33) noted, “the marginal person finds
himself or herself being perceived differently in different environ-
ments, with varying expectations.” 

Another problem confronting Somalis is residential segrega-
tion because of differences in the social and human capitals with the
dominant group. Furthermore, the human ecology model explains
racial segregation as differences in socioeconomic resources
(Massey 1985). Spatial assimilation tends to occur also, as ethnic
groups assimilate they leave old ethnic neighborhoods, and move to
other, usually affluent, areas voluntarily. Thus, recent immigrants
like Somalis who have poor English language ability, low levels of
education and different cultural backgrounds usually prefer to live
close to their ethnic groups and this affects spatial assimilation. The
model predicts, further, that segregation will decrease when racial
groups have a socioeconomic status that is similar to that of the
dominant group. 

In addition, Milton M. Gordon (1964) proposed four main
sub-processes of assimilation: (1) Cultural assimilation by substitu-
tion or by addition. Somalis are assimilating by addition because
they are learning English in addition to Somali language; (2)
Primary structural assimilation refers to close, personal relation-
ships, for example, in schools, in social clubs, and families; (3)
Secondary structural assimilation is an equal status relationship in
the “public” sphere, for example, dominant and subordinate groups
in the work environment. More Somalis are working in secondary
labor market jobs like restaurants, and because they cannot speak
English fluently; (4) Marital assimilation is intermarriage between
the dominant group and the subordinate group. However, the four
sub-processes do not identify distinct and inevitable stages of
assimilation. For instance, a group may assimilate culturally with-
out necessarily proceeding through the other sub-processes.

Secondary assimilation is affected by several social factors
like education, employment, and housing. However, this study will
focus on education as one important social factor of cultural and
secondary assimilation. In the United States the federal government
guarantees equality of opportunity (equal chance) by providing free
public education to all citizens, but arguably, it does not guarantee
the probability of success or equality of condition. For instance,
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Somalis who attend a rich suburban public high school like Edina
are more likely to receive better education and ultimately get better
employment opportunities as compared to those who attend a poor
inner city school like North Minneapolis high school. Therefore, the
inequality of condition is due largely to differences in financial and
human resources such as more qualified teachers, smaller class size,
and computers. 

Today, Somalis are attending schools with English as the
language of primary instruction. More public schools must teach
non-English speaking students in Minnesota. Furthermore, Somali
parents and mentors are stressing the importance of education to the
younger generation, and advising them to stay away from gangs,
drugs, and crime related activities. The Somali population of
Minnesota has grown rapidly in the past five school years, as shown
in Table 2 by the total number of students who are listed as speak-
ing Somali at home.

In the Minneapolis public school district, for example,
Roosevelt Senior High School has the largest number of Somali
students in the state. Tables 3, 4, 5, and 6 show the following:
English Language Learners enrollment, high school dropout rate,
mathematics and reading scores among some racial or ethnic groups
in the Minneapolis Public Schools. Table 3 shows that the Somali
student enrollment is the third highest compared to Hmong and
Spanish speakers in Minnesota.

Table 4 shows that about 12.6 percent of Somali high school
students dropped out during the 2000 to 2001 academic year in the
Minneapolis school district; this ranked the group behind the
Hmong students but ahead of the Hispanic students.

As shown in Table 5, the math scores of 65 percent are good
because Somali students performed better than Hmong and
Cambodian students.

As shown in Table 6, Somali students performed better in
English reading proficiency than Cambodian, Laotian, and Hmong
students.
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Table 2. Somali Student Population Growth

School Year Total Number of Students 
1997-1998 1,409 
1998-1999 1,875 
1999-2000 2,558 
2000-2001 4,077 
2001-2002 5,123 

Source: Minnesota Department of Children, Families and Learning. 
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Table 3. Number of English Language Learner Students in
Minneapolis Public School District (2000-2001)

Languages Spoken Number of Students Enrolled 
Hmong 3,686 
Spanish 2,569 
Somali 1,827 
Laotian 363 
Vietnamese 184 
Source: Minneapolis Public Schools. 
 

Table 4. High School Dropout Rates among Three Racial or
Ethnic Groups

Racial/Ethnic Group High School Dropout Rate Percent 
Hmong 5.9 % 
Somali 12.6 % 
Hispanic 23.0 % 
Total district 7.8 % 
Source: Minneapolis Public Schools. 

Table 5. Math Scores

Racial/Ethnic Group Math Scores Percent 
Laotian 72 % 
Somali 65 % 
Hmong 64 % 
Cambodian 53 % 
Total district 60 % 
Source: Minneapolis Public Schools. 
 

Table 6. Reading Scores

Racial/Ethnic Groups Reading Scores Percent 
Somali 58 % 
Cambodian 48 % 
Laotian 54 % 
Hmong 47 % 
Total district 54 % 
Source: Minneapolis Public Schools. 
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In addition to Minneapolis Public Schools, Somali students
attend suburban schools like Edina and Eden Prairie. The distribu-
tion of students of color in suburban schools is a mixture of history,
economics, and metro desegregation plans to bus students to the
suburban schools. As shown in Figure 1, at Edina school district, the
minority student population increased, for example, at Corneila
Elementary School from 7 to 17 percent and South View Middle
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Figure 1. Edina: Minority Percentages for School
Year 2001-2002
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School from 3 to 9 percent, from academic year 1991-1992 to 2001-
2002. Similarly, at Eden Prairie, Forest Hills School had a 16
percent increase, and Eden Lake Elementary had a 13 percent
increase in minority student population for the school year 2001-
2002, as shown in Figure 2.

However, the rapid increase in the students of color popula-
tion in the suburbs is causing some concerns for residents and
educators. For instance, some school districts like Edina and Eden
Prairie are experiencing problems similar to those of the poorer
inner-city schools: lower achievement, less parental involvement,
and more discipline. As a result, some suburban school districts like
Meadow Lake in New Hope are launching a magnet program to
attract more middle-class white students. It is in this context that
residential segregation is reinforced leading to de facto segregation
in society. The next section will explore the sociological perspec-
tives of immigration and assimilation. 

Sociological Perspectives

In order to understand the relationship between immigration and
assimilation, it is important to examine the sociological perspec-
tives.

Gordon (1964) identified three major ideologies of assimi-
lation: Anglo-conformity, the melting pot, and cultural pluralism.
Anglo-conformity ideology assumes that the racial minorities
should take on the characteristics or cultural patterns of the domi-
nant group. On the other hand, the melting pot ideology assumes
that the culture and society of each ethnic group should be blended
with the host group to produce a new and different culture and soci-
ety. This ideology lost favor with the rise of political liberalism in
the 1960s. By contrast, cultural pluralism implies that various racial
or ethnic groups be allowed to freely express their own culture with-
out suffering prejudice or discrimination. Additionally, cultural
pluralists like Horace Kallen (1924) a Jewish philosopher, argued
that members of every American ethnic group should be free to
participate in all of the society’s major institutions while simultane-
ously retaining or elaborating their own ethnic heritage. 

Throughout most of American history, society attempted to
blend or assimilate its many ethnic groups, expecting the “melting
pot” to provide strength, vitality, and unity. Not until 1970s was this
ideology first challenged (Glazer and Moynihan 1970). Americans
then began to realize that the many ethnic and racial groups had not
all blended, either culturally or racially. The strength and vitality of
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America now appears to lie in its diversity of cultures because more
and more people recognize that acknowledging their ethnic and
cultural roots should be a source of strength and pride, not a weak-
ness. 

Several studies of America as a social system have been
done, the most important of these being An American Dilemma by
Gunnar Myrdal (1944) sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation. The
general conclusion of the study was that the American creed based
on the principle of equal access to justice and opportunity will
triumph over prejudice and discrimination. Additionally, one solu-
tion to racial problems is through education that will combat racist
beliefs and improve the economic conditions of blacks.

In addition, Parsons (1966) pointed out that the American
society was about to embark on the final phase of what he consid-
ers the inclusion process, and has three stages: political, social, and
civic characterized by individual rights. “Inclusion,” according to
Parsons is the final stage of absorbing America’s many racial and
ethnic groups into the civic, economic and social life. However,
Parsons contended that full citizenship for blacks is dependent on
some events like the Black Nationalism that may press the issue. In
essence, some unforeseen circumstances or racial barriers such as
an economic downswing or institutional discrimination can block
the progress or assimilation of African Americans in American society.

American sociological thought has been based on the idea of
assimilation as the only solution to race problems. However, as
evidenced by historical and sociological studies of immigration and
ethnicity the classical assimilation model of linear progression
toward a common American cultural pattern has been abandoned
because it turned out to be too simplistic and therefore, failed to
explain the sociocultural adaptation of immigrants and their descen-
dants (Yans-McLaughlin 1990). Consistent with this view, Blumer
(1955:17) stated that race relations are a “fluid, blurred, and varie-
gated process of racial thrusts and accommodations” rather than
simply governed by a linear cycle of adaptation as proposed by
Robert Park.

Furthermore, Blumer (1969) pointed out that race prejudice
is based on a group’s position and not a deeply rooted mental state,
as psychologists would define it. Additionally, prejudices are social
constructions formulated by the ruling elites in their attempt to
oppress and exploit people of color like blacks and Hispanics.
Blumer has always explained race relations as group relations and,
thus, governed by the collective definitions. Most often, group
representatives are at the forefront of these shifts in collective defi-
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nitions, for example, Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and the
civil rights movement. Consistent with this shift, Collins (1990)
argued that social theory should address the concepts of race, class,
and gender by including concrete experiences and definitions of
subordinate groups. 

In summary, research in race relations should be reoriented
to the realm of intersubjectivity that is, researchers must agree about
the meanings of concepts or constructs and the relations among
them. One way to achieve this goal is to adopt new metaphors to
guide the acquisition of knowledge thereby involving researchers
more in the solution and study of communities. In this way a
community will not be violated by some irrelevant theoretical
concepts and/or research methods. 

Implications

There are several factors that affect the relationship between immi-
gration and assimilation. First, assimilation processes takes longer
when there are large differences in social power between the domi-
nant and subordinate groups. Social dominance often leads to
incomplete assimilation or marginality, that is, the subordinate
group is caught between two cultures and can never fully assimilate
because they are dissimilar or rejected by the dominant group, for
example, as with Somalis. Therefore, different cultural, racial, and
ethnic backgrounds can complicate the rate of assimilation. 

Second, minority students outnumber whites in some subur-
ban schools, raising concerns about racial imbalances and other
social problems faced by big city schools. As a result, some subur-
ban schools like Meadow Lake in New Hope School District are
launching magnet programs to attract more middleclass white
students.

Third, immigration and assimilation will continue to be
perennial concerns for policy makers and governments because of
wars, famine, and rapid population growth in developing countries.

Fourth, immigration is determined by economic conditions
such as “push-pull” factors; that is, if economic conditions are good
in the receiving country like the United States, immigrants are
accepted and the opposite is true. 

Fifth, clan tensions have lessened, as Somalis are faced with
more pressing social issues like learning the English Language, and
working and raising children in a different environment. Today, a
process called ethnogenesis is happening because Somalis of differ-
ent clans, live, work, and worship together. In addition, despite the
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cultural differences, they are building coalitions with other ethnic
groups, especially African Americans, in order to survive.
Ethnogenesis can develop when the dominant group rejects immi-
grants, for example, Somalis or other people of color. 

Sixth, racial profiling occurs when someone is treated
differently because they belong to a specific race or ethnic group.
After the tragic events of September 11 2001, the United States
government has targeted Arabs and Muslims as suspects of future
terrorist action. As a result, Somalis have been racially profiled
because of their alleged ties to the Al Qaeda group under the lead-
ership of Osama Bin Laden. 

Conclusion

The hot debate over new immigration and the ethnic diversity that it
creates illustrates the continuing conflict between the ideologies of
Anglo-conformity and cultural pluralism. The appeal of pluralism
as the preferred route to Americanization has been enhanced by the
increasing racial and ethnic diversity of the population, but fear on
the part of whites that pluralism may slide into separatism also leads
to more racism and nativism. The continuing social inequality in
society could slow or impede the assimilation process of many
immigrants, especially Somalis in Minnesota. Therefore, it is
axiomatic that one of the most pressing problems is the unequal
distribution of life chances such as material wealth, prestige, and
power. Additionally, the evolving racial and ethnic composition in
the United States will continue to define and shape the relationship
between immigration and assimilation. In summary, immigration
and assimilation, or Americanization, is like a seamless web, and
policy makers should hold the two indivisible.
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