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Aristide (‘Ary’) R. Zolberg (1931–2013), a distinguished political scientist and one of the

world’s pre-eminent scholars of comparative politics, the history of international migra-

tion, nationalism, and ethnicity, and immigration policy in North America and Western

Europe passed away on 12 April 2013 at the age of 81. After receiving his Ph.D. in political

science from the University of Chicago in 1961, Ary initially taught at the University of

Wisconsin, then at the University of Chicago, before moving to the New School for Social

Research in New York City in 1983, where he was on the faculty for nearly thirty years as the

University-in-Exile Chair and Walter A. Eberstadt Professor of Political Science and

Historical Studies. After years of research in African studies, which resulted in publications

such as One-Party Government in the Ivory Coast (Princeton University Press, 1961; second

edition, 1967), and Creating Political Order: The Party-States of West Africa (Rand McNally,

1966; reprinted 1985), both based on extensive field work in sub-Saharan Africa, he broa-

dened his scope to encompass the study of ethnic conflict, state-formation, and interna-

tional migration. One of his early publications in the migration field is the seminal book

Escape from Violence: The Refugee Crisis in the Developing World, co-authored with Astri

Suhrke and Sergio Aguayo (Oxford University Press, 1989). Ary founded the International

Center for Migration, Ethnicity and Citizenship (ICMEC) at The New School in 1993, and

directed it for almost two decades. Among his many honors, in 2008 he received the

‘distinguished scholar’ award from the Ethnicity, Nationalism, and Migration Studies

section of the International Studies Association.

Aristide Zolberg was truly a scholar of remarkable breadth and depth whose research and

writing spanned continents and time periods. ‘Historian, sociologist, political theorist,’

Riva Kastoryano wrote about Ary1, he, ‘thought, discussed, and wrote about all aspects

related to the arrival, settlement, integration and assimilation of migrants.’ In the intro-

duction to How Many Exceptionalisms? Explorations in Comparative Macroanalysis (Temple

University Press, 2008) Ary wrote that the most valuable contribution of the social sciences

was ‘elucidating “patterns,” that is, dynamics characteristic of certain situations under

historical circumstances (Zolberg 2008: ix).’ His own work on immigration illuminates

exactly these kinds of patterns. Immigration was a field very close to Ary’s heart, not only in

intellectual but also in personal terms since he moved to the United States in 1948 as a

teenager after living in hiding during World War II in Nazi-occupied Belgium.

Perhaps his most significant achievement is the magisterial book, A Nation by Design:

Immigration Policy in the Fashioning of America (Harvard University Press and Russell Sage
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Foundation, 2006). A work of great historical sweep, erudition, and insight, the book puts

immigration policy at the center of American history and shows, as the subtitle makes clear,

how immigration has literally fashioned America. As the book demonstrates, the govern-

ment has attempted, over the centuries, to influence the character of the American people

through determining who should be allowed to enter and under what conditions. Immigra-

tion always has been a contentious issue in the United States, often making what Ary calls

‘strange bedfellows’ that straddled the liberal/conservative divide, as groups have jockeyed

to pursue their identity and economic concerns. Among the concepts he developed that

have passed into common social science use is the notion of the ‘back door,’ through which

those from Mexico entered the United States for much of the twentieth century—with the

back door left wide open in certain periods and shut in others. There is also what he termed

the system of ‘remote control,’ allowing the government to project its boundaries into

source countries, selecting immigrants—and preventing them from coming at all—before

they stepped on the boat. While A Nation by Design focuses on the United States, it also

moves onto the global stage, as does virtually all of Ary Zolberg’s work. Indeed, as he noted,

restrictive immigration regimes prevail worldwide because they ‘constitute a sine qua non

for maintaining the “Westphalian” international state system, as well as the privileged

position of the “core” states amidst highly unequal conditions.’ (2006: 14).

Among Ary’s many other contributions to migration studies is the classic article, with

Long Litt Woon, ‘Why Islam Is Like Spanish: Cultural Incorporation in Europe and the

United States (Politics and Society, 1999),’ which has had a profound influence on the

study of ethnic and racial boundaries as well as a growing literature comparing immigration

in Europe and the United States. The elaboration of the processes of boundary crossing,

boundary blurring, and boundary shifting has advanced our theoretical understanding of

the dynamics of immigrant inclusion and exclusion; the analysis of why Islam has emerged

as a focus of immigration debates in many European countries in a way that has not

happened in the United States has stimulated and informed work (including my own)

on this comparative topic.

In addition to his publications, Ary was a devoted and beloved mentor to generations of

graduate students, many of whom have themselves became leading scholars. As Phil

Triadafilopoulos, a political scientist at the University of Toronto noted in the New York

Times Guest Book after Ary’s death, ‘Ary taught me the importance of intellectual dedica-

tion and personal kindness and generosity.’ Indeed, Ary not only was a mentor to his own

students at The New School but to many students elsewhere as well.

Ary Zolberg’s work has altered and enriched our understanding of the creation and

impact of immigration policy and the processes of immigrant incorporation. He has

been a towering figure in the migration field, and leaves a legacy of a body of work that

will continue to influence and indeed fashion research and writing on international migra-

tion for many years to come.

Note

1. ‘Aristide Zolberg, June 14, 1931–April 12, 2013’, Deliberately Considered, <http://

www.deliberatelyconsidered.com/2013/04/aristide-zolberg-june-14-1931-april-12-

2013/> accessed 5 June 2013.
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