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Steven ]J. Gold’s Refugee Communities
offers a comparative ethnographic study
of adaptation to resettlement in California
on the part of two refugee groups, Soviet
Jews and Vietnamese. The book is based
on the author’s experience as an English-
language teacher and resettlement
worker from 1982 to 1990 and provides a
number of useful and interesting insights
into the adaptation process.

The comparative approach is particu-
larly suited to discerning the contextual
aspects of adaptation and avoiding

ethnocentricinterpretations ofbehaviour, -

As well, Gold rejects what he terms an
artificial distinctionbetween refugeesand
immigrants and, emphasizing the self-
determining aspects of both groups,
draws upon literature on migration to il-
luminate these communities. He suggests
that previous studies of refugee adapta-
tion havebeen guided more by the policy-
and problem-oriented approach of social
services agencies than by sociological in-
quiry, and that thishas created a literature
that overemphasizes community solidar-
ity among refugee populations. Based on
his work with these two groups in Califor-
nia, Gold argues that ethnic mobilization
and the development of ethnic communi-
ties are not inevitable for all migrants, and
thatrefugee populations are equallylikely
to be characterized by diversity and frag-
mentation. His research depicts a lack of
community-wide organization and a
prevalence of informal associations at the
local level. Diversity rather than ethnic
solidarity emerges as the defining charac-
teristic of both groups, although Gold
does allow the possibility that such soli-
darity may emerge over time.

Thebook provides concise summaries
on the background of each refugee group
and describes their characteristics as en-
claves in California. These chapters are
accompanied by what the publisher de-
scribes as photographic essays, but the
photographs themselves do not seem an

integral part of the book, nor do they add
very much to our understanding of either
refugee group. The text, however, pro-
vides some very interesting information
on internal differentiation and
factionalism within each group, which
does much to correct certain stereotypes
of refugees.

There is diversity in both groups in
terms of class, ethnic and national iden-
tity, religion, region and ideology. Gold
notes that the Vietnamese group is di-
vided into distinct subgroups and
“waves”: the elite South Vietnamese who
came in 1975, and the “Boat People” and
ethnic Chinese who came later.

While the Soviet Jews are more homo-
geneous, Gold finds that the community
is characterized by mutual suspicion and,
contrary to what might be expected, there
is little development of formal organiza-
tions. Gold suggests that one explanation
for this may exist in the compulsory or-
ganization that existed in the former So-
viet Union, as well as a system that
required one to manipulate personal con-
nections.

One of the most important aspects of
the book is the manner in which it points
out the differing agendas of refugees and
the various resettlement agencies that
have been created to assist them. Clearly,
the agencies and the refugees have differ-
ent priorities in many respects. For exam-
ple, Gold suggests that settlement
agencies may find themselves competing
for funds and try to find jobs for as many
refugees as possible in a short time. Yet he
finds that many Soviet Jewish refugees in
particular seek higher-status jobs and re-
sent being pushed into what they regard
as menial positions. Those who have
worked with refugees will recognize this
asacommon complaint, particularly from
professionals. While it may sometimes
reflect refugees’ unrealistic expectations,
Gold indicates that the staff of resettle-
ment agencies may feel threatened by cli-
ent autonomy and maintains that
refugeesshouldberegarded as “able part-
ners, not dependent adversaries.”

Related to this is Gold’s discussion of
the relationship of Soviet Jewish refugees
with American Jewish groups who were
active in sponsoring the refugees. He
describes how a number of Jewish settle-
ment agencies made religious indoctrina-
tion a part of their programs, such as

English language classes, while the refu-
gees were much less interested in religion
and more concerned with practical as-
pects of settlement. There were a number
of other cultural differences between the
refugees and American Jewish groups.
For example, the refugees have had a
more right-wing political orientation and
conflicts arose because they viewed some
Americans as being too soft on socialism
or the Soviet Union. Unfortunately, al-
though the mobilizing efforts of
anticommunist activists among both of
these refugee groups would seem to offer
a natural area for comparison, Gold does
not devote much attention to the impor-
tantbut much-neglected discussion of the
politics of refugee communities.

There is, however, an interesting dis-
cussion of entrepreneurial activity on the
part of refugees. Typically, the develop-
ment of small businesses among immi-
grant communities has been explained
either by cultural theories that suggest
that certain groups are naturally inclined
towards entrepreneurial activities, or
theories that suggest that such groups go
into business because they are disadvan-
taged and excluded from opportunitiesin
the broader society. Gold rejects both ex-
planations, dismissing cultural theories
as tautological and finding no evidence
that self-employment exists as a direct al-
ternative to unemployment. Instead, he
suggests thatindependence is a key moti-
vation for immigrants to go into business
for themselves. Seif-employment limits
contact with the unfamiliar host culture,
provides employment for relatives and
unique opportunities within refugee
communities.

Noting that businesses have a symbi-
oticrelationship with ethniccommunities
and may foster community development,
Gold also discusses exploitation and pa-
ternalism within immigrant businesses
and notes that entrepreneurs from both
groups prefer to hire more docile Latino
workers. Refugee Communities is recom-
mended asaninterestingbook that willbe
useful to all those who seek a better un-
derstanding of the refugee experience.
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