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Mistry and Wu [this issue] introduce the concept of navigating across worlds,
and this construct appears to represent a rough approximation of biculturalism.
They also discuss conditions that may facilitate biculturalism and under which it
might be more versus less adaptive. The most integral aspects of Mistry and Wu’s
argument, then, center around biculturalism, what it is, how it comes into being, and
when it is most adaptive. The present commentary focuses on these three issues.

Biculturalism has been defined in a number of ways [e.g., Benet-Martinez &
Haritatos, 2005; Berry, 1997; Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008]. Most generally, bicul-
turalism represents comfort and proficiency with both one’s heritage culture and the
culture of the country or region in which one has settled. It is applicable not only to
immigrants who have come from other countries, but also to children of immigrants
who - although they are born and raised in the receiving society — are likely deeply
embedded in the heritage culture at home with their families [Portes & Rumbaut,
2001, 2006]. It may also apply to individuals living in ethnic enclaves, where the
heritage culture is likely to be maintained across generations, as well as to individu-
als from visible minority groups, who may be identified as different from the major-
ity ethnic group even if their families have been in the receiving society for multiple
generations [Huynh, Nguyen, & Benet-Martinez, in press; Umana-Taylor, in press].
The ethnic component of biculturalism is not only a reactive response to discrimina-
tion, as Mistry and Wu appear to suggest. It also represents a sense of pride in one’s
heritage, and a desire to hold on to that heritage [Umana-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Ba-
maca-Gomez, 2004].

But what exactly does biculturalism look like? How would we know it if we saw
it? What are its functions? And when is it adaptive - and when is it not?

KA RG E R © 2010 S. Karger AG, Basel Seth J. Schwartz, Department of Epidemiology and
Public Health, Leonard M. Miller School of Medicine

Fax +41 61 306 12 34 University of Miami, 1425 N.W. 10th Avenue

E-Mail karger@karger.ch ~ Accessible online at: Miami, FL 33136 (USA), Tel. +1 305 243 4359

www.karger.com www.karger.com/hde Fax +1 305 243 5577, E-Mail SSchwartz@med.miami.edu



What Is Biculturalism?

The acculturation literature, from which the concept of biculturalism was orig-
inally derived [Berry, 1997; Szapocznik, Kurtines, & Fernandez, 1980], has focused
primarily on cultural behaviors such as language use, choice of friends, media pref-
erences, and the like [Cabassa, 2003]. From this perspective, individuals are consid-
ered bicultural if they speak both the language of their heritage cultural context and
the language of their receiving cultural context, have friends from both cultural
backgrounds, and watch television programs and read magazines from both cul-
tural contexts. Some writers [e.g., Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 2002] have
gone even further, suggesting that true biculturalism involves synthesizing the her-
itage and receiving cultures into a unique and personalized blend. From this per-
spective, the bicultural individual selects aspects from the heritage and receiving
cultures and integrates them into an individualized ‘culture’ that is not directly re-
ducible to either the heritage or receiving cultural streams. For example, a Chinese
American person might eat hamburgers together with traditional Chinese vegeta-
bles, might speak ‘Chinglish, and might mix in social groups that include both Chi-
nese and American friends.

We would argue here, however, that biculturalism involves more than just cul-
tural behaviors. Along with our colleagues, we [Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, &
Szapocznik, submitted] have called for an expanded definition of acculturation that
includes cultural practices, values, and identifications. Our view holds that a truly
bicultural person would intermix their heritage and receiving cultural streams with
regard to cultural practices, values, and identifications. This means that bicultural-
ism implies not just behaving in ways consistent with the two cultural contexts, but
also holding values from one’s heritage and receiving cultural streams, as well as
identifying with both cultures (e.g., as a Chinese American rather than just ‘Chinese’
or just ‘American,” although either identification may be most salient in specific sit-
uations) [Benet-Martinez et al., 2002]. For example, our hypothetical Chinese Amer-
ican person might intermix traditional Asian values, such as deference to authority
and respect for parents, with individualistic American values, such as confronting
interpersonal disagreements directly and working hard to achieve personal success
and recognition [Park & Kim, 2008]. The person might also feel an allegiance both
to the United States and to China, as well as to the local Chinese community. She
might feel Chinese in comparison to her American peers and feel American in com-
parison to her Chinese peers, but she can function effectively in both cultural con-
texts.

How Does Biculturalism Develop?

Mistry and Wu address an important — and neglected - point when they note
that biculturalism is facilitated by specific environmental conditions. When the in-
dividual is embedded in a community that integrates the heritage and receiving cul-
tural streams, and where comfort with both cultures is essential for day-to-day liv-
ing, then biculturalism is most likely to emerge. That is, in environments character-
ized by ethnogenesis [Flannery, Reise, & Yu, 2001] - essentially, when the environment
itself is bicultural - individuals who function within such environments should also
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be bicultural. Over time, this bicultural context itself may evolve and become dis-
similar from both of the original cultures, although it incorporates elements from
both cultures. However, this argument overlooks an important detail - even in a bi-
cultural environment, not everyone can be characterized as bicultural. For example,
Schwartz and Zamboanga [2008] surveyed a sample of Hispanic young adults in Mi-
ami and assessed cultural practices, values, and identifications, along with other
culturally salient variables such as familial ethnic socialization, acculturative stress,
and perceived discrimination. Although Miami is highly bicultural, and business
and social transactions occur in both English and Spanish, sizeable numbers of in-
dividuals in the sample rated themselves as assimilated (mostly American, and not
very Hispanic) or separated (mostly Hispanic, and not very American). Consistent
with Mistry and Wu, familial ethnic socialization - the extent to which parents teach
their children about (and expose them to) the language, symbols, and traditions
from the family’s heritage culture [Umana-Taylor, Bhanot, & Shin, 2006] - most
strongly differentiated bicultural individuals from those adopting other approaches
to acculturation. The most fully bicultural individuals - those who integrated their
Hispanic and American cultural streams — reported the highest levels of familial
ethnic socialization. Individuals characterized as separated reported somewhat low-
er levels of familial ethnic socialization, and those characterized as assimilated re-
ported among the lowest levels of familial ethnic socialization. Contrary to the fears
of some political commentators [e.g., Huntington, 2004], then, parents who socialize
their children strongly toward the family’s heritage culture do not necessarily create
a separated and ‘un-American’ outlook in their children.

What this suggests is somewhat more nuanced than what Mistry and Wu appear
to imply. The family is not merely a conduit for larger environmental and cultur-
al influences; rather, parents can actively decide how they want their children to
acculturate, and their attempts to socialize their children culturally can comple-
ment - or clash with - the effects of the larger cultural context. This implies a degree
of agency and intentional action on the part of parents, consistent with a develop-
mental-contextual perspective. Although Mistry and Wu seem to describe the de-
velopmental-contextual perspective as somewhat deterministic, Lerner and col-
leagues’ [e.g., Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008; Lerner, Freund, DeStefanis, & Habermas,
2001] perspective does indeed allow for such intentional action.

So, in essence, biculturalism can be said to emerge from one or both of two fac-
tors. The first is a social-cultural context characterized by ethnogenesis — where
both the heritage and receiving cultural streams are emphasized and valued. The
second involves active and intentional efforts by parents to socialize their children
toward the heritage culture. Indeed, in more monocultural contexts oriented large-
ly toward the receiving culture, parental socialization efforts may be especially im-
portant, given that the larger cultural context may not promote or encourage pres-
ervation of the heritage culture. Of course, many parents also actively encourage
their children to integrate themselves into the receiving culture (e.g., achieving in
school, making friends) [Portes & Rumbaut, 2001], and adolescents often experi-
ment with behaviors, values, and identities that go against those of their parents,
especially if their peers engage in those behaviors — but in the end, parental ethnic
socialization does tend to promote heritage culture retention in children [Umana-
Taylor et al., 2006].
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When Is Biculturalism Most Adaptive?

As Mistry and Wu note, biculturalism has often — but not always — emerged as
the most adaptive approach to acculturation. Biculturalism, traditionally operation-
alized as endorsing the cultural practices characteristic of both the heritage and re-
ceiving cultural contexts, should help the person be comfortable in both settings
[Chen, Benet-Martinez, & Bond, 2008], use coping strategies from both cultures, and
be able to interact with people from the larger society and from the heritage culture
community. Some investigators have even found that bicultural individuals are more
likely to display advanced reasoning (e.g., seeing both sides of an argument, under-
standing multiple perspectives on complex social issues) than individuals adopting
other approaches to acculturation [Tadmor, Tetlock, & Peng, 2009]. However, as
Schwartz and Zamboanga [2008] have contended, biculturalism is most adaptive in
a bicultural environment. Large gateway cities such as New York, Los Angeles, To-
ronto, London, Paris, Amsterdam, and Sydney receive large numbers of immigrants,
and as a result, being able to navigate within multiple cultures provides a distinct
advantage. On the other hand, in more monocultural areas, such as parts of the
American Midwest and of Northern England, being bicultural may actually be a dis-
advantage - especially if the person has created a blended culture of her or his own
that combines the heritage and receiving cultural streams. In some monocultural
situations and contexts, it may be most adaptive to behave and think in ways that are
more consistent with the receiving culture. According to Phinney and Devich-Na-
varro [1997], bicultural individuals may select various methods of integrating their
two cultures, including behaving biculturally in all situations (blended bicultural-
ism) or shifting their behaviors to be consistent with the cultural context of the situ-
ation (alternating biculturalism). The alternating bicultural strategy may be more
adaptive in some monocultural contexts.

Take, for example, Mexican or Central American immigrants in rural, mono-
cultural areas of the United States — especially the Deep South, the Midwest, and the
Plains. Being bicultural implies integrating Hispanicand American cultural streams,
such that the person incorporates some of the customs and values from the United
States and some from the country of origin, as well as identifying both as American
and as Mexican, Honduran, Salvadoran, and so on. Even if one is able to ‘act Amer-
ican’ at work or school, there may be other contexts — such as the family or the peer
group - in which the person will display more heritage culture behaviors, values, and
identifications. To the extent that these can be observed by receiving society mem-
bers (e.g., hearing people speaking in Spanish, or seeing bumper stickers with foreign
flags), these heritage culture displays may evoke defensive reactions from local resi-
dents. There is evidence that many Americans, especially White Americans who
have had comparatively little contact with immigrants or foreigners, may view Span-
ish and other immigrant languages as a threat to American national unity and iden-
tity [Barker et al., 2001; Huntington, 2004]. Moreover, a public opinion poll taken in
the early 2000s [Cornelius, 2002] found that Mexicans and Central Americans were
among the most disliked immigrants in the United States - largely because of their
large number, their willingness to work for low wages, and their use of a common
immigrant language. So, in a monocultural American setting, Hispanic behaviors
or identifications might be taken negatively by local residents and may elicit dis-
crimination. An assimilated approach to acculturation — where the heritage culture
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is not displayed or identified with (at least not publicly, in the case of alternating bi-
culturalism) — may be met with the least resistance from local community members.
Of course, it may be possible to engage in American (or other receiving society) be-
haviors, without adopting American values or identifying as American, and it may
be possible not to engage in heritage culture behaviors but still retain heritage values
and identify with the heritage culture [Portes & Rumbaut, 2001]. Moreover, immi-
grants may decide to display their ethnic pride despite threats of discrimination or
persecution, and such displays may eventually help monocultural communities to
adjust to the presence of immigrants.

The viability of biculturalism as an approach to acculturation may also vary
across historical and generational time [e.g., Sterba, 2003] and be based on current
events or political climate [Critelli, 2008]. In terms of variation across historical and
generational time, earlier waves of immigrants to the United States were expected to
assimilate and to ‘leave their cultural baggage at the door, whereas the current wave
of immigrants has been more encouraged to retain their cultural heritage and to ac-
quire American cultural practices, values, and identifications [Portes & Rumbaut,
2001]. In terms of current events, the events of September 11, 2001 led to a more hos-
tile context of reception for Muslim immigrants in the United States [Critelli, 2008]
and in Europe [Bruss, 2008]. Moreover, the current American and European politi-
cal climates have become somewhat hostile to immigrants in general. In the United
States, this hostility has been directed largely toward immigrants from Mexico and
Central America - with legislators (as well as the general public) focusing on strate-
gies for identifying and deporting illegal immigrants. In 2004, the French Parlia-
ment passed a law banning Muslim headscarves in public schools [CBS News, 2004].
Such a hostile political climate may decrease the advantages of biculturalism and
may increase the advantages of assimilating and blending in, especially for the spe-
cific immigrant groups who are the target of a hostile political climate.

One of the commonalities between the American and French examples intro-
duced here is the sense of differentness between the mainstream culture and the im-
migrant groups against whom discrimination is directed. In the case of Mexicans
and Central Americans in the United States, the divergence between the cultural
beliefs, values, and practices of these countries (at least as perceived by most Ameri-
cans) and those of the United States has led many Americans to view these immi-
grant groups as a threat to the American national identity — not only linguistically
but also culturally, religiously, and economically [Huntington, 2004]. In the case of
Muslims in France and other European countries, the perceived divide between Is-
lamic and European values, beliefs, and behaviors has led to widespread fears about
the inability or unwillingness of Muslims to integrate themselves religiously and
culturally into European societies [Licata & Klein, 2002; Licata, Sanchez-Mazas, &
Green, in press]. As Huntington noted, there is a fear among the majority ethnic
group that these large immigrant groups will not attempt to fit into the larger society,
but rather will create a separate cultural context that will threaten the unity of the
country as a whole. This perceived threat, and the potential adverse reactions to it
among receiving society individuals, may contribute to the decreasing adaptiveness
of biculturalism in such ethnic groups in communities where their numbers are
relatively small.
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Conclusion

In this commentary, we have laid out some ideas regarding what biculturalism
is, how it develops, and when it may be more or less adaptive. Along with the article
by Mistry and Wu, this commentary is intended to spell out some of the complexity
and nuance involving biculturalism (and cultural issues more generally). Bicultural-
ism — as well as other approaches to acculturation — does not develop in isolation.
Rather, it is likely a product of cultural and contextual forces that steer young people
toward some cultural options and away from others. These forces are not constant,
but rather change over time, vary across local and national contexts, and may oper-
ate differently depending on the immigrant group and receiving society in question.
As suggested by a number of sources [e.g., Berry, 2006; Umana-Taylor, in press], the
role of context — historical, generational, political, geographic, ethnic, and famil-
ial - in acculturation research (and cultural studies generally) is in need of further
empirical attention.

Acculturation is simultaneously intrapersonal, interpersonal, and contextually
influenced, and understanding the various factors that shape this process will pro-
vide a much needed understanding of cultural identity and adaptation. For example,
how does biculturalism develop over time, and how do cultural and contextual fac-
tors (e.g., parents, peers, schools, media) influence the ways in which it unfolds? How
do the expectations and reactions of the receiving culture affect the ways in which
immigrants acculturate, and the extent to which biculturalism is adaptive? The fact
that these questions are ready to be posed suggests that the field of cultural studies
is ready to take its next major step.
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