
The Evolution of Ethnic Identity and the
Festival Landscape: A Historical Exploration
of the American Crossroads, 1934-1990
The American nation is a melting pot of cultures, each with its unique
heritage and traditions. Over the course of history, these diverse threads
have been woven together to create a vibrant tapestry that defines the
American identity. The evolution of ethnic identity and its expression
through festivals has played a significant role in shaping this multifaceted
national character.

This article explores the historical development of ethnic identity and the
festival landscape in the United States from 1934 to 1990. This period
witnessed profound transformations in the nation's social, political, and
cultural fabric, which had a profound impact on the way Americans defined
their ethnic identities and celebrated their cultural heritage.
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The New Deal Era (1934-1945)

The Great Depression and the subsequent New Deal era had a profound
impact on the ethnic landscape of the United States. The economic
hardships of the time forced many Americans to rethink their sense of
identity and belonging.

In response to the need for social cohesion and a sense of community,
ethnic groups began to organize festivals that celebrated their unique
heritage and traditions. These festivals provided a space for immigrants
and their descendants to connect with their roots, share their culture, and
find a sense of belonging in a rapidly changing society.

One notable example is the National Folk Festival, which was first held in
1934 as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal program. The
festival brought together performers and artisans from diverse ethnic
backgrounds, showcasing the rich tapestry of American folk traditions.



The Post-World War II Era (1945-1960)

The end of World War II ushered in a period of economic prosperity and
social change in the United States. This era saw a renewed interest in
ethnic identity as Americans sought to explore their roots and embrace their
cultural heritage.

The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s played a pivotal role in
shaping the festival landscape of this period. The movement brought to
light the systemic racism and discrimination faced by marginalized
communities, including ethnic minorities.

In response, ethnic groups organized festivals that celebrated their
resilience and cultural diversity. These festivals became a platform for
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social activism, raising awareness about issues of racial equality and
promoting cultural understanding.

The Counterculture Movement (1960-1970)

The counterculture movement of the 1960s and 1970s challenged
traditional values and norms, including the dominant white, Anglo-Saxon
culture. This period saw a surge of interest in alternative lifestyles,
spirituality, and global cultures.

The festival scene of this era reflected the eclecticism and diversity of the
counterculture movement. Festivals such as Woodstock and the Newport
Folk Festival became gathering places for musicians, artists, and activists
from all walks of life.
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The Ethnic Revival (1970-1990)

The 1970s and 1980s witnessed a resurgence of interest in ethnic identity
and heritage. This period saw the growth of ethnic studies programs in
universities and the rise of ethnic media outlets.

Festivals played a central role in this ethnic revival, becoming a means for
communities to celebrate their unique cultures and traditions. Ethnic
festivals such as the Chinese New Year Parade in San Francisco, the
Cinco de Mayo Festival in Los Angeles, and the Miami Carnival reflected
the growing diversity of the American population.
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The period from 1934 to 1990 witnessed a significant evolution in the
American ethnic identity and festival landscape. From the early festivals of
the New Deal era to the counterculture festivals of the 1960s and the ethnic
revival of the 1970s and 1980s, festivals have been a powerful force in
shaping the way Americans define their sense of belonging and celebrate
their cultural heritage.

Today, the ethnic festival landscape is more diverse and vibrant than ever
before. These festivals serve as a testament to the enduring power of
culture and tradition in shaping the American identity. They are a reminder
that the American nation is a tapestry woven from the threads of many
different cultures, each with its unique story to tell.
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