
Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



•
R E M A K I N G T H E

A M E R I C A N M A I N S T R E A M

•

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



•
REMAKING THE

AMERICAN MAINSTREAM
•

Assimilation and
Contemporary

Immigration

R I C H A R D A L B A

V I C T O R N E E

H A R VA R D U N I V E R S I T Y P R E S S

Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England 2003

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Copyright © 2003 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College
All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Alba, Richard.
Remaking the American mainstream : assimilation and contemporary immigration /

Richard Alba and Victor Nee.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-674-01040-X (cloth : alk. paper)
1. United States—Emigration and immigration—Social aspects.

2. Americanization. 3. Immigrants—United States—Social conditions.
I. Nee, Victor, 1945– II. Title.

JV6475.A433 2003
303.48′273—dc21 2002191300

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



For the next generation
William Nee, Michael Alba
Sarah Alba, David Nee

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



CONTENTS

Preface ix

1 Rethinking Assimilation 1

2 Assimilation Theory, Old and New 17

3 Assimilation in Practice:
The Europeans and East Asians 67

4 Was Assimilation Contingent on
Specific Historical Conditions? 124

5 The Background to Contemporary Immigration 167

6 Evidence of Contemporary Assimilation 215

7 Conclusion: Remaking the Mainstream 271

Notes 295

Index 351

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



PREFACE

The mainstream of American life has demonstrated since the colonial
period a remarkable capacity to draw into its swift currents the de-
scendants of successive waves of immigrants. Individuals and families
descended from the mass immigrations of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries have joined the mainstream despite the fierce
nativist hostility directed toward immigrants from southern and east-
ern Europe and East Asia. The descendants may choose to celebrate
their ethnic identity and cultural roots, but their ethnicity has greatly
diminished as an ascriptive trait that decisively shapes life chances.
The processes that brought about this outcome are the motor of
American assimilation, and the goal of this book is to demonstrate
their continued relevance.

A new era of mass immigration beginning in the late 1960s has dra-
matically increased the diversity of ethnic groups in American society.
In contrast to the immigration of the past, the new immigrants hail
predominantly from the developing societies of Latin America, Asia,
and the Caribbean Basin. The 2000 U.S. Census documents the tre-
mendous surge in the number of immigrants and their children, who
now constitute 20 percent of the total American population. The new
immigrant and second generations are a significant presence in neigh-
borhoods, schools, and workplaces in virtually all metropolitan areas
of the United States. Their widespread influence on American society
prompts the question: Do differences in national origin and cultural
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background negate in a fundamental manner the assimilation pattern
experienced by earlier European and East Asian groups? Many social
scientists and other observers appear to believe that they do and have
pointed to a number of factors, from the presumed racial distinctive-
ness of the new groups to the restructuring of the American economy,
to argue that today’s immigrant populations face an essentially novel
predicament: either they maintain their cultural and communal dis-
tinctiveness, thus selectively acculturating while keeping some dis-
tance from the mainstream, or they will be forced into the position of
racial minorities, imposing great disadvantages on themselves and
their children.

We have written this book to respond to what we see as the prevail-
ing pessimism about the prospects for the assimilation of the new im-
migrants and their second generation. This pessimism is partly rooted
in outmoded views of assimilation and simplistic accounts of how the
descendants of past immigrants entered the mainstream. Indeed, there
has been no systematic comparative study of assimilation for over
two decades, since Stanley Lieberson’s then authoritative A Piece of a
Pie. Much has changed in the United States since Lieberson’s book ap-
peared in 1980. What has been lacking, in our view, is a sophisticated,
up-to-date account of assimilation: a definition of the concept that
avoids the problems of many past definitions, especially their im-
plicit ethnocentrism; a theory of assimilation that specifies the causal
mechanisms that make assimilation relevant for new groups; and an
outline of the evidence that demonstrates assimilation as a continu-
ing pattern in the incorporation of immigrants and their children. In
broad terms, our book seeks to compare the experience of two major
waves of immigrants to the United States and their descendants: the
late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century immigration from Europe and
East Asia and the contemporary immigration from Latin America,
Asia, and the Caribbean Basin.

In reworking ideas about assimilation, we have sought to avoid any
normative implications suggesting that immigrant groups should as-
similate. Our reformulation is intended to illuminate and make com-
prehensible existing aspects of the contemporary American experi-
ence—to have social-scientific validity, in other words. We recognize
that assimilation is but one of the patterns of immigrant-group incor-
poration in American society and that, at this moment in history,
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there can be no guarantee that it will be the dominant one. In the very
complex landscape of present-day immigration, however, only with a
clear conceptual lens can one detect the powerful elements of continu-
ity that connect the assimilation of past immigrations with what some
are experiencing in the present. This continuity does not mean, of
course, that the present simply replicates what happened in the past.
History does not repeat itself in mechanical fashion. Nevertheless, the
attempts to assert the uniqueness of the present era have gone too far,
we believe. Grasping the continuity between past and present also
carries implications for the future: as we will indicate in the final
chapter, contemporary assimilation suggests scenarios for the future
that differ from current visions.

This continuity indicates the utility of assessing contemporary
events against the background of past processes of inclusion, which
were often anything but straightforward and seemed quite problem-
atic to observers at the time. As we were completing this book, the
devastating attacks on the World Trade Center took place in New
York City. In their aftermath, Muslim immigrants and the second gen-
eration have come under intense scrutiny because of anxieties about
the presence of terrorist cells in their midst. Combined with a wors-
ening economy, the fear of terrorist attacks could ignite a new pe-
riod of nativist reaction and intolerance directed against immigrants.
Would these developments not blunt the dynamics of assimilation we
describe here? A glance backward, however, demonstrates indisput-
ably that many groups now regarded as part of the mainstream went
through periods when their suitability as Americans was in doubt.
Germans, and central Europeans more generally, were under suspi-
cion during World War I, when laws were even passed in many states
to limit the use of the German language. After the war there was a
spasm of hysteria over Bolsheviks among immigrants, which led to
the Palmer Raids of 1919–20, when thousands were arrested. During
the 1920s, the Sacco and Vanzetti case aroused passions about Italian
immigrants, and the presidential candidacy of Al Smith ran afoul of
deep unease about the loyalty of Catholics to Rome. This produced
one of the most humorous moments in American nativism: through-
out the South, a picture was distributed showing Smith, then gover-
nor of New York, cutting a ribbon for the opening of a subway tun-
nel, but which, according to the caption, was a secret passageway to
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the Vatican. World War II produced the most infamous moment: the
internment of all Japanese Americans on the West Coast. During the
McCarthy period in the early 1950s, the beam of suspicion was fo-
cused on Jews and increased in intensity as a result of the trial and
execution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for espionage. And so on.
Although we do not wish to engage in exact predictions about the
course of the current concerns over terrorism and Muslim fundamen-
talism, we think it safe to say that they are not an ultimate bar to as-
similation processes.

In more personal terms, this book is the fruit of conversations that
we began as assistant professors at Cornell University in the late
1970s. They have led to a writing partnership of two equal and com-
plementary voices. Yet we only began working on the book because of
an invitation extended by Josh DeWind of the Social Science Research
Council to produce a paper on assimilation theory for a conference in
Sanibel, Florida, held in January 1996. The reactions of participants
there, and especially of the discussant Philip Kasinitz, signaled to us
that we were onto something and that there was a need for a new for-
mulation of assimilation. We are grateful for the opportunity pro-
vided us by the SSRC, which resulted in our collaboration. A few sec-
tions of the book first appeared in our paper from that conference,
“Rethinking Assimilation Theory for a New Era of Immigration,” In-
ternational Migration Review 31 (Winter 1997): 826–874. We thank
the International Migration Review and Russell Sage Foundation,
which subsequently published The Handbook of International Migra-
tion, where the essay was reprinted, for their permission to use it here.
We likewise express our gratitude to The Public Interest for permis-
sion to use sections of Richard Alba’s essay, “Assimilation’s Quiet
Tide” (Spring 1995): 1–18.

Books almost inevitably demand more in the end of their authors
than seems likely at the outset. That has been true here, and we owe
much to our colleagues who have supported us along the way. A num-
ber of them read the entire manuscript and gave us detailed com-
ments. These include Douglas Massey and Roger Waldinger, who
read the manuscript for Harvard University Press. Other readers were
Frank Bean, Nancy Denton, Reynolds Farley, Nancy Foner, Herbert
Gans, Nathan Glazer, Charles Hirschman, Suzanne Model, Orlando
Patterson, Joel Perlmann, Richard Polenberg, Rubén Rumbaut, and
Mary Waters. We also wish to thank our editor, Michael Aronson,
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who expressed enthusiasm and support for our book from the time
we started it. Thanks to Rachel Davis for excellent editing of the en-
tire manuscript.

Richard Alba could not have completed his portion of the book
without support that made it possible for him to take time out from
other academic responsibilities. During the spring of 1999, a residen-
tial fellowship at Russell Sage Foundation was one such source of
support. A Guggenheim Fellowship and sabbatical leave from the
University at Albany, SUNY, for the academic year 2000–2001 were
also critical. The book has been improved by his collaborations with
Nancy Denton, Reynolds Farley, and John Logan, which provided im-
portant empirical findings. Additional data were produced by Albany
students; for their efforts, Dalia Abdel-Hady, Kyle Crowder, Tariqul
Islam, Olga Krolmalnaya, Xiaojie Liu, Amy Lutz, Karen Marotz,
Brian Stults, and Charles Zhang can only find their reward here. The
technical support provided by the Center for Social and Demographic
Analysis at SUNY-Albany was indispensable. At the Russell Sage
Foundation, John Smelcer proved an invaluable assistant. In addition,
Alba’s thinking has been stimulated by discussions with many col-
leagues; among those not yet acknowledged in this preface are
Hartmut Esser, Donna Gabaccia, Gary Gerstle, Jennifer Hochschild,
Peggy Levitt, Alejandro Portes, David Reimers, Gregory Rodriguez,
Peter Salins, Walter Zenner, Min Zhou, and Aristide Zolberg.

Victor Nee gratefully acknowledges the generous support of the
College of Arts and Sciences at Cornell University, which provided
him with financial support for leaves from his teaching obligations
during 1996–97 and 2000–2001. During his residential year (1994–
95) at the Russell Sage Foundation, he benefited from discussions
about the new institutionalism with Robert K. Merton, and from con-
versations on immigration with Nancy Foner, Alex Stepick, Louise
Tilly, Eric Wanner, and Min Zhou. The Russell Sage Foundation gen-
erously provided Nee with funding for a conference on the new in-
stitutionalism in sociology that same year. A year as a Fellow of the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences in Palo Alto
(1996–97) and a grant from the National Science Foundation (SBR-
#9022192) allowed further opportunity for sustained work. Many
stimulating conversations with the late Roger Gould as well as with
David Card, Roberto Fernandez, Russell Hardin, Sigi Lindenberg,
and Saskia Sassen contributed to clarifying ideas. During his sabbati-
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cal leave in 2000–2001, the Department of Sociology at Harvard Uni-
versity lent Nee a quiet office to hang his hat. Thanks to Daniel Bell,
Lawrence Bobo, John Lie, Stanley Lieberson, Jeffrey Reitz, Barbara
Reskin, and Mary Waters for discussing revision work in progress
while in Cambridge. Other colleagues and former students will find
their influence in the making of this book through collaborative work
and engaging discussion: David Grusky, Douglas Heckathorn, Paul
Ingram, Michael Macy, Rebecca Matthews, Jimy Sanders, Scott
Sernau, and David Stark.

Both of us have experienced personally some of the processes we
write about. This is true above all in our happy family lives, which,
despite Tolstoy, are each distinctive. For Richard Alba, the love and
support of Gwen, Michael, and Sarah have made it possible to focus
his intensity in ways he never imagined. For Victor Nee, there is,
above all, profuse gratitude and appreciation for Brett de Bary, whose
kindness and keen readings as a humanist scholar contributed much
to more nuanced and careful formulation; and William and David,
who embody the remaking of the mainstream project, provided inspi-
ration.
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• C H A P T E R O N E •

Rethinking Assimilation

Assimilation is a contested idea today. Since the 1960s it has been seen
in a mostly negative light, as an ethnocentric and patronizing imposi-
tion on minority peoples struggling to retain their cultural and ethnic
integrity. The very word seems to conjure up a bygone era, when the
multicultural nature of American society was not comprehended, let
alone respected, and there appeared, at least to white Americans, to
be a unitary and unquestioned American way of life. The sociologist
Nathan Glazer, in an essay tellingly titled “Is Assimilation Dead?” de-
scribes the present attitude thus: “‘Assimilation’ is not today a popu-
lar term. Recently I asked a group of Harvard students taking a class
on race and ethnicity what their attitude to the term ‘assimilation’
was. The large majority had a negative reaction to it. Had I asked
what they thought of the term ‘Americanization,’ the reaction, I am
sure, would have been even more hostile.”1 The rejection of the old
assimilation canon is not limited to students and the young. Assimila-
tion was once unquestionably the foundational concept for the study
of ethnic relations, but in recent decades it has come to be seen by so-
ciologists and others as an ideologically laden residue of worn-out no-
tions. For many, it smacks of the era when functionalism reigned su-
preme and when ethnic and racial groups could be rated according to
a cultural profile presumed to be required for success in an advanced
industrial society. The assimilation concept of the earlier era is now
condemned for the expectation that minority groups would inevita-
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bly want to shed their own cultures, as if these were old skins no
longer possessing any vital force, and wrap themselves in the man-
tle of Anglo-American culture. The one-sidedness of this conception
overlooked the value and sustainability of minority cultures and, in
addition, masked barely hidden ethnocentric assumptions about the
superiority of Anglo-American culture. Indeed, it has been viewed as
a form of “Eurocentric hegemony,” a weapon of the majority for put-
ting minorities at a disadvantage by forcing them to live by cultural
standards that are not their own.2

This old conception of assimilation has become passé. It was done
in by many forces and events, but perhaps above all by the socio-
logical equivalent of Arthur Conan Doyle’s telltale “dog that didn’t
bark”: namely, the virtually universal failure of social scientists to pre-
dict the broad impact of the civil rights movement and the identity
politics it spawned. Ever since, the argument has been that their view
was blinkered by the uncritical acceptance of an assimilation model of
American life, which led them to assume that black Americans sought
no more than quiet integration with white America.3

Without question, many of the intellectual sins now attributed to
assimilation can also be documented in the mid-twentieth-century lit-
erature that describes the adjustments made by ethnic and immigrant
groups to enter the mainstream of American society. They can be
found, for instance, in W. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole’s Social Sys-
tems of American Ethnic Groups (1945), a classic study of ethnic
assimilation in “Yankee City.” Warner and Srole conclude that Amer-
ican ethnic groups are destined to be no more than temporary phe-
nomena, doomed by the egalitarian values of the United States and by
widespread social mobility: “The future of American ethnic groups
seems to be limited; it is likely that they will be quickly absorbed.
When this happens one of the great epochs of American history will
have ended. . . . Paradoxically, the force of American equalitarianism,
which attempts to make all men American and alike, and the force of
our class order, which creates differences among ethnic peoples, have
combined to dissolve our ethnic groups.”4 As part of this assimila-
tion process, ethnic groups must, according to the authors, “unlearn”
their cultural traits, which are “evaluated by the host society as infe-
rior,” in order to “successfully learn the new way of life necessary for
full acceptance.”5 Even more disturbing to the present-day viewpoint,
Warner and Srole correlated the potential for speedy assimilation with
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a hierarchy of racial and cultural acceptability, ranging from English-
speaking Protestants at the top to “Negroes and all Negroid mix-
tures” at the bottom. Whereas the assimilation of fair-skinned Protes-
tants, whether English-speaking or not, was expected to be unprob-
lematic and therefore of short duration, that of groups deviating from
this ethnic prototype in any significant respect would be considerably
more prolonged, if not doubtful. Thus, the assimilation of “dark-
skinned” Mediterranean Catholics, such as the Italians, was expected
by Warner and Srole to demand a “moderate” period, which the au-
thors equate with six generations or more! The assimilation of non-
European groups was even more problematic and was expected to
continue into the indefinite future or even, in the case of African
Americans, to be delayed until “the present American social order
changes gradually or by revolution.”6

Exhibited here are some of the features of the old assimilation con-
ception that scholars now vigorously reject in relation to new immi-
grants and their American-born children. One is the seeming inevita-
bility of assimilation, which is presented as the natural end point of
the process of incorporation into American society. Even black Amer-
icans, blocked by the racism of U.S. society from full pursuit of the
assimilation goal, are presumed by Warner and Srole to be assimilat-
ing, albeit at a glacial pace. Further, by equating assimilation with full
or successful incorporation, these and other earlier writers viewed
African Americans and other racial minorities as, in effect, incom-
pletely assimilated, rather than as incorporated into the society on
some other basis. In relation to black Americans in particular, this
older assimilation conception was consistent with liberal incremen-
talist strategies for pursuing racial justice, which, on the one hand,
sought to remove legal and institutional barriers to equality and to
combat white prejudice and discrimination and, on the other, urged
blacks to seek integration and to become more like middle-class
whites.7 In his classic work, An American Dilemma, Gunnar Myrdal
stated this premise baldly: “We assume that it is to the advantage of
American Negroes as individuals and as a group to become assimi-
lated into American culture, to acquire the traits held in esteem by
dominant white Americans.”8 By this standard, black Americans and
other racial minorities should want to assimilate rather than seek sup-
port and protection in the company of their racial/ethnic peers.

Another feature that has been found objectionable in the old for-
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mulation of assimilation is its apparent ethnocentrism, which elevates
a particular cultural model, that of middle-class Protestant whites of
British ancestry, to the normative standard by which other groups are
to be assessed and toward which they should aspire. This is bluntly
apparent in the ranking of groups by Warner and Srole, which places
groups higher in the scale, and thus more rapidly assimilating, the
closer they are at the outset to the Anglo-Saxon cultural (and physi-
cal) model. Assimilation, then, meant becoming more like middle-
class Protestant whites. That this was in fact the cultural prototype
for assimilation was quite explicit in the most authoritative discussion
of the concept in the post–World War II era, Milton Gordon’s Assimi-
lation in American Life (1964). Gordon wrote, for instance, that “if
there is anything in American life which can be described as an over-
all American culture which serves as a reference point for immigrants
and their children, it can best be described, it seems to us, as the mid-
dle-class cultural patterns of, largely, white Protestant, Anglo-Saxon
origins.”9 He did not argue that this cultural standard enjoyed its pre-
eminence because of inherent superiority, just that it was the first one
established by the European colonists and was associated with the
ethnic core of U.S. society. He recognized, moreover, that the mere ac-
quisition of this cultural prototype did not guarantee acceptance by
the core group and thus social assimilation to it; discrimination could
still be practiced against minority individuals, even if they perfectly
mimicked the behavioral repertoire of the WASP upper-middle class.10

But what Gordon and other writers on assimilation failed to recog-
nize was the possibility of successful incorporation into the society on
a cultural basis other than that of the WASP mainstream. Insofar as
individuals and groups retained ethnic cultural distinctiveness, they
were presumed to be hampered in achieving socioeconomic and other
forms of integration and, of course, to be incompletely assimilated,
with the implication that over time their similarity to the middle-class
Anglo-Saxon standard would grow.

The one-sided nature of the assimilation process, as traditionally
conceived, and the cultural and ethnic homogeneity it allegedly pro-
duces have also provided the basis for disputing it. As Warner and
Srole’s reference to an “unlearning” process suggests, the old assimila-
tion concept assumed that the minority group would change almost
completely in order to assimilate (except for areas where it already re-
sembled the majority group), while the majority culture would remain
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unaffected. Gordon was quite explicit about this. In a well-known
passage, he asked whether acculturation was “entirely a one-way pro-
cess? Was the core culture entirely unaffected by the presence of the
immigrants and the colored minorities?”11 Although he took pains
to stress the contributions to American life of many minority individ-
uals, his answer was for the most part affirmative: other than in the
area of institutional religion, and aside from what he characterized
as “minor modifications” made by minority cultures, the culture of
the Anglo-Saxon core was accepted intact by assimilating ethnic
groups and thus took the place of their own. From the contemporary
standpoint, this view of the predominance of the culture of Anglo-
American groups that settled in North America in the colonial era
downplays the multiple cultural streams that have fed into American
culture, affecting even the English language as spoken by Americans.12

And it presumes that assimilation will impose a cultural homogeneity
where diversity previously reigned. Not only does this view seem in
contradiction to the riotous cultural bloom of the United States, but
also, in the contemporary, rapidly globalizing world, it seems quite
undesirable to extinguish the distinctive cultural and linguistic knowl-
edge that immigrants could pass on to their children.

The final fatal flaw in the old assimilation canon, according to a
common view, is that it allows no room for a positive role for the eth-
nic or racial group. The ethnic community could provide temporary
shelter for immigrants and their children seeking to withstand the in-
tense stresses associated with the early stages of immigration to a new
society; according to frequently used images, the ethnic community
was a “way station” or a “decompression chamber.” But, past a cer-
tain point, attachment to the ethnic group would hinder minority in-
dividuals from taking full advantage of the opportunities offered by
American society, which require individualistic mobility, not ethnic
loyalty. What assimilationist scholars appeared to overlook was that,
in some cases, the ethnic group could, by dominating some economic
niches, be the source of better socioeconomic opportunities for ethnic
entrepreneurs. In New York’s garment industry throughout the first
half of the twentieth century, it was an advantage for businessmen to
be Jewish or Italian, and it would have been difficult for members
of other groups to establish themselves in the industry’s network of
particularistic transactions. There are also important non-economic
ways in which the ethnic group can contribute to the well-being of its
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members, such as through the solidarity and support provided by co-
ethnics with whom one shares a diffuse sense of a common heritage.13

Clearly there are marked deficiencies in the old assimilation canon.
Events and intellectual trends since the 1960s have brought about so-
cial changes that make these deficiencies very apparent. The 1960s
were a watershed period shaped by social movements that raised
probing and far-reaching questions about the constitution of Ameri-
can society, especially with respect to the status of minorities and
women. In light of the institutional changes that followed in the wake
of these social movements, future historians may view this period as
just as transformative for American society as was the Protestant Ref-
ormation for European civilization. Intellectual trends responding to
the unfolding events emphasized the rights of groups whose history of
exclusion and discrimination was viewed as justifying remedial ac-
tion. Criticism of the old canonical formulation of assimilation re-
flects a new consensus involving a mandate for the inclusion of all
groups in civil society and for remedial action to secure equality of
rights, interpreted broadly as meaning parity in life chances. This
logic has permeated thinking about the incorporation of immigrant
minorities, imparting a strong momentum to the rejection of the old
assimilation canon.

Alternative models have developed describing how immigrants
adapt in a new historical context of globalization and non-European
immigration. One such alternative envisions enhanced prospects for
a vigorous ethnic pluralism in the contemporary world, generated
partly by the advantages to be derived from welfare-maximizing fea-
tures of ethnic connections and partly by globalization driven by
enormous advances in information technology, market integration,
and mass air transportation—all of which make it feasible for immi-
grants and perhaps the second and later generations to maintain sig-
nificant relationships with their homeland and with the relatives and
towns that hold a special place in their hearts and memories. So re-
markable has the prospect for such relationships seemed that a sub-
stantial body of scholarship has mushroomed around it under the
somewhat faddish name of transnationalism (though the phenome-
non is not entirely new, as we will observe in a later chapter).14 The
pluralist alternative envisions that, in the contemporary world, the
choice to live in an ethnic social and cultural matrix need not be asso-
ciated with the loss of the advantages once afforded almost exclu-
sively by the mainstream.
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The prospect that pluralism will flourish to a degree not seen before
in the United States begins with the observation that some level of plu-
ralism has in fact survived all along, though often at the societal mar-
gins. Growing interest in multiculturalism has led to a recognition
that minority cultures have retained a vitality that was not acknowl-
edged during the period when the melting pot was the paramount
metaphor for American society. Native American languages such as
Navaho (178,000 speakers in 2000) continue to thrive, for instance,
as do African American religious traditions and numerous customs
brought by immigrant groups. Recent scholarship adds the innovative
claim that ethnic individuals can derive advantages from a group’s
culture and institutions. The claim comes in varied forms: the ar-
gument that bilingual individuals possess cognitive advantages over
those who speak only one tongue; the suggestion that ethnic sub-
economies, epitomized by the extensive Cuban sub-economy in Mi-
ami, can provide opportunities for income and mobility equal to
those in the mainstream economy; and the observation that involve-
ment with an ethnic culture and institutions offers protection to sec-
ond-generation adolescents from some of the hazards of growing up
in the inner city.15 In each case, it is implied that ethnics have a moti-
vation to reject assimilation, at least in its crassest forms.

Transnationalism may strengthen that motivation. The idea of
transnationalism emphasizes the prospects for achieving an almost
seamless connection between workaday lives in America and the ori-
gin society through a web of border-spanning cultural, social, and
economic ties. An example of a style of transnationalism rooted in
globalization is seen in the large Japanese business community in
America, where corporate executives and technical personnel main-
tain close linkages with their home offices and business associates in
Tokyo through information technology and frequent air travel to Ja-
pan. Another example of transnationalism is the new form of so-
journing by low-wage laborers and entrepreneurs from the Caribbean
Basin and Central America.16 Border-spanning social networks enable
sojourners to send remittances, operate cross-national small busi-
nesses, invest their savings in the hometown economy, and sustain on-
going communal life in two countries.

While the pluralist alternative to assimilation envisions opportuni-
ties that are at least the equivalent of those found in the mainstream,
another alternative model foresees a form of incorporation associated
with constricted opportunities. It focuses on the possibility that many
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in the second and third generations from the new immigrant groups,
hindered by their very humble initial locations in American society
and barred from entry into the mainstream by their race and their
class location, will be incorporated into American society as disad-
vantaged minorities. This approach is associated with the terms “seg-
mented” and “downward” assimilation.17 In application to low-in-
come nonwhite immigrants, the term refers to a route of assimilation
guided by the cultural models of poor, native-born African Americans
and Latinos, a route which has probably been traveled in previous im-
migration eras—for example, by the Afro-Caribbean immigrants of
the early twentieth century and their children, many of whom gradu-
ally became part of the black American population.18 The segmented
assimilation concept thus alerts us to an emergent social problem: in-
dividuals in the second generation who perceive that they are likely to
remain in their parents’ status at the bottom of the occupational hier-
archy and are then tempted to drop out of school and join the inner-
city underclass.

Yet the segmented assimilation concept risks essentializing central-
city black culture in the image of the underclass, which the American
mainstream views as the undeserving poor.19 This image overlooks the
variety of cultural models found among urban African Americans and
inflates the magnitude of the underclass population.20 To be sure, the
black underclass may exercise a greater influence in shaping the cul-
tural practices of the inner city than its relative size warrants.21 But the
great majority of adult urban African Americans and Latinos hold
down jobs, have families, and aspire to a better future for their chil-
dren.22 For this group, middle-class aspirations and norms are an im-
portant feature of ordinary lives in the central city.23 Thus, segmented
assimilation, which has value in calling attention to an emergent so-
cial problem facing Afro-Caribbeans and arguably Mexicans and
other Latinos,24 may predict an excessively pessimistic future for cen-
tral-city minority youths.

The demographic realities of the United States have given addi-
tional momentum to the rethinking in progress on the assimilation of
immigrants and their descendants. The emerging demographic con-
tours of an American society that has received more than 20 million
legal immigrants since the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965 can
be found sharply etched in the data from the 2000 U.S. Census. The
foreign-born and their children now constitute about 20 percent of
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the American population. They are concentrated in a number of large
states such as California, Florida, New York, Texas, and Illinois, mag-
nifying the regional impacts of immigration. Their presence has been
dramatically visible in California, the nation’s most populous state,
where one in eight Americans resides. The state’s robust population
growth during the 1990s, almost 10 percent, was largely driven by
the rapid increase in the Hispanic and Asian populations, which grew
by 33 and 43 percent respectively. Within the span of two decades,
the population of non-Hispanic whites declined from two-thirds to
slightly less than half of the state’s population.25 Hispanics and Asians
have become the two largest minority groups, with African Ameri-
cans’ share of the population declining. The pace of demographic
change is even more intense in an immigrant metropolis such as Los
Angeles, where Hispanics were 45 percent of the county’s population
in 2000, followed by non-Hispanic whites (31 percent), Asians (12
percent), and African Americans (9 percent). Although it should be
noted that nearly half of Hispanics identify themselves racially as
white,26 a mainstream that constitutes a majority of California’s pop-
ulation will need to be racially diverse, especially in the largest metro-
politan areas. The profundity and rapidity of California’s demo-
graphic change are unlikely to be replicated on a large scale elsewhere
in the United States in the near future; but in some other large states
and metropolitan areas, nonwhites and Latinos have achieved a criti-
cal mass sufficient to exercise a strong, if not increasingly dominant,
influence on regional developments.

What can assimilation look like in such a diverse and ethnically
dynamic society? The aim of this book is to address this question by
providing new ways of theorizing assimilation as a social process
stemming from immigration. We argue that, while both of the alterna-
tive models of incorporation—pluralist and segmented—possess their
own spheres of validity, neither rules out the possibility that assimila-
tion in the form of entry into the mainstream has a major role to play
in the future. Despite the accuracy of some of the criticisms of the ca-
nonical formulation of assimilation, we believe that there is still a vi-
tal core to the concept, which has not lost its utility for illuminating
many of the experiences of contemporary immigrants and the new
second generation.

The contemporary debate over assimilation and the changing reali-
ties of the United States point to the need to rethink some of the classi-
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cal writings on assimilation, including those of the early years of the
Chicago School of sociology. The founders of the Chicago School
were responding to the transformative changes and social problems
associated with the mass immigration of their time, which have some
similarities with those of today. In reflecting on the issues raised by the
ethnic and racial diversity of immigrant groups, they posited a con-
ception of the mainstream as rooted in what now must be viewed as a
composite culture evolving out of the interpenetration of diverse cul-
tural practices and beliefs. By “composite culture,” we refer to the
mixed, hybrid character of the ensemble of cultural practices and be-
liefs that has evolved in the United States since the colonial period. By
contrast, the idea of multiculturalism, though it may appear to be
similar, implies more or less autonomous cultural centers organized
around discrete ethnic groups, with much less interpenetration of cul-
tural life.

The Chicago School’s definition of assimilation envisioned a di-
verse mainstream society in which people of different ethnic/racial
origins and cultural heritages evolve a common culture that enables
them to sustain a common national existence.27 This more flexible
and open-ended specification of assimilation largely receded into the
background in the later writings of Warner and Srole and Gordon,
which we identify with the old assimilation approach. The view of
American culture and society that emerged in the subsequent assimi-
lation canon was heavily influenced by the functionalism of Talcott
Parsons and other sociologists who built structural functionalism
into the reigning paradigm.28 This paradigm conceived of society as a
largely homogeneous social system integrated around core values and
norms, in which stable equilibrium between the structures and func-
tions of component subsystems sustained social order. Such a concep-
tion of society is built into the old assimilation formulation of the core
Anglo-American middle-class culture and society—the putative main-
stream—which was the end point of assimilation. In rethinking assim-
ilation, we have sought a reformulation of the concept that adheres in
spirit to the classic Chicago School definition; but we extend this
foundation with the aim of adapting assimilation to the demographic
realities of American society stemming from contemporary immigra-
tion.29

How then should assimilation be defined, given the prospects for
a more racially diverse mainstream society arising from large-scale
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immigration of non-Europeans? A viable conceptualization must rec-
ognize that (1) ethnicity is essentially a social boundary, a distinc-
tion that individuals make in their everyday lives and that shapes
their actions and mental orientations toward others;30 (2) this distinc-
tion is typically embedded in a variety of social and cultural differ-
ences between groups that give an ethnic boundary concrete signifi-
cance (so that members of one group think, “They are not like us be-
cause . . .”); and (3) assimilation, as a form of ethnic change, may
occur through changes taking place in groups on both sides of the
boundary. Consequently, we define assimilation as the decline of an
ethnic distinction and its corollary cultural and social differences.
“Decline” means in this context that a distinction attenuates in sa-
lience, that the occurrences for which it is relevant diminish in num-
ber and contract to fewer and fewer domains of social life. Individ-
uals’ ethnic origins become less and less relevant in relation to the
members of another ethnic group (typically, but not necessarily, the
ethnic majority group), and individuals on both sides of the boundary
see themselves more and more as alike, assuming they are similar
in terms of some other critical factors such as social class; in other
words, they mutually perceive themselves with less and less frequency
in terms of ethnic categories and increasingly only under specific cir-
cumstances. To speak in terms of extremes, at one time an ethnic dis-
tinction may be relevant for virtually all of the life chances of mem-
bers of two different groups—where they live, what kinds of jobs they
get, and so forth—while at a later time it may have receded to the
point where it is observed only in occasional family rituals. Yet assim-
ilation, as we define it, does not require the disappearance of ethnic-
ity; and the individuals undergoing it may still bear a number of eth-
nic markers. Assimilation can occur on a large scale to members of a
group even as the group itself remains a highly visible point of refer-
ence on the social landscape, embodied in an ethnic culture, neighbor-
hoods, and institutional infrastructures.

Our definition of assimilation intentionally allows for the possibil-
ity that the nature of the mainstream into which minority individuals
and groups are assimilating is changed in the process; assimilation is
eased insofar as members of minority groups do not sense a rupture
between participation in mainstream institutions and familiar social
and cultural practices. Given demographic trends, the mainstream is
likely to evolve in the direction of including members of ethnic and ra-

Rethinking Assimilation • 11

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



cial groups that were formerly excluded. Given the plasticity of the
mainstream, an obvious question is, How does one bound or define
it? The American mainstream encompasses a core set of interrelated
institutional structures and organizations regulated by rules and prac-
tices that weaken, even undermine, the influence of ethnic origins per
se. For example, university admissions committees operate within the
framework of formal and informal rules that specify guidelines for se-
lecting incoming students. Once they are admitted, the university’s
rules governing the treatment of students do not distinguish among
them by their ethnic origin. A useful way of defining the mainstream is
as that part of the society within which ethnic and racial origins have
at most minor impacts on life chances or opportunities.31 This concep-
tion, we want to underscore, allows for ethnic and racial origins to be
powerful determinants of opportunities in the society as a whole, par-
ticularly when those outside the mainstream are compared to those in
it. Moreover, it does not imply that full equality of opportunities ob-
tains within the mainstream, because life chances are still strongly dif-
ferentiated by social class and other non-ethnic factors. Thus, we do
not limit the mainstream to the middle class: it contains a working
class and even some who are poor, not just affluent suburbanites. One
objection to our definition could be that the boundary between the
mainstream and the rest of the society is not as clear as the definition
makes it seem. We concede that there is undoubtedly some fuzziness
at the boundary, but we see the definition as a valuable heuristic con-
ception.

Historically, the American mainstream, which originated with the
colonial northern European settlers, has evolved through incremental
inclusion of ethnic and racial groups that formerly were excluded and
accretion of parts of their cultures to the composite culture. Although
cultural elements from the earliest groups have been preserved—in
this sense there is great cultural continuity—elements contributed
from subsequent immigrant groups have been incorporated continu-
ally into the mainstream. Such elements are most easily seen in cuisine
and in highbrow and middlebrow forms of entertainment and artistic
expression; and in many cases they have diffused well beyond the re-
gions where the groups that brought them have concentrated. For ex-
ample, the recreational practices of Germans played an important
role in relaxing puritanical strictures against Sunday pleasures and
left a deep mark on what is now viewed as the quintessentially Ameri-
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can culture of leisure: “American culture in the century after 1880
moved in fits and starts toward the values cherished by German
Americans. A love of music and drama and liberal attitudes about
card playing, drinking, and Sunday relaxation ceased to be regarded
as foreign imports.”32 This influence was in addition to the most obvi-
ous cultural borrowing—German Christmas customs, including the
decorated Christmas tree. The mainstream can even encompass alter-
native institutional forms. For instance, when Jewish and Catholic
immigrants were pouring into the United States at the beginning of
the twentieth century, the mainstream was still defined as Christian,
even Protestant; but during and shortly after World War II, the
boundary shifted to include Judaism and Catholicism as mainstream
American religions, as they are viewed today (see Chapter 3).

Thus, the mainstream culture, which is highly variegated in any
event—by social class and region, among other factors—changes as
elements of the cultures of the newer groups are incorporated into it.
The composite culture that we identify with the mainstream is made
up of multiple interpenetrating layers and allows individuals and sub-
populations to forge identities out of its materials to distinguish them-
selves from others in the mainstream—as do, for instance, Baptists in
Alabama and Jews in New York—in ways that are still recognizably
American.

This process of incorporation is certain to continue and to encom-
pass portions of the new immigrant groups and their cultures. We can
see this in the ready acceptance of intermarriage between whites and
Asian Americans and the ongoing incorporation into the American
mainstream of cultural practices and cuisine from East Asia. This will
likely lead to a break with the conventional equation of the main-
stream with white America. We view it as unlikely, in other words,
that the assimilation of the near future will be accomplished by rede-
fining non-European groups as “white,” even though this did happen
in the past to the racially “in-between” European groups, such as the
Italians and eastern European Jews.33 Rather, in the next quarter cen-
tury, we expect some blurring of the main ethnic and racial bound-
aries of American life. For portions of nonwhite and Hispanic groups,
the social and cultural distance from the mainstream will shrink: these
individuals will live and work in ethnically and racially mixed milieus,
much of the time without a sense that their social interactions are
greatly affected by their origins; some will be the products of inter-
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marriage, or they or their children will intermarry. Indeed, this pro-
cess is already visibly under way, but it will expand in the future. This
will not, we want to underscore, mean an end to the profound racial
and ethnic inequalities of the United States. But it will alter the racial
compartmentalization of American society to an important extent.
These considerations leave a fundamental question: What will con-
temporary assimilation mean for the most intractable boundary, the
black-white one? In our concluding chapter, as we spell out the impli-
cations for the future, we address this difficult question.

Any effort such as this requires a theoretical base to give coherence
to its argument. The theoretical approach we take is influenced by the
new institutionalism, a cross-disciplinary paradigm oriented to ex-
plaining the stability and change of institutional structures.34 An un-
derlying claim of the new institutionalist approach is that institution-
alized incentives matter in channeling the action of individuals and
groups.35 Our rethinking has led us to formulate a “new assimilation
theory” that specifies the mechanisms of assimilation. This is outlined
in the second half of Chapter 2. We argue that one key to understand-
ing trajectories of incorporation lies in the interplay between the pur-
posive action of immigrants and their descendants and the contexts—
that is, institutional structures, cultural beliefs, and social networks—
that shape it. The mainstream encompasses structures of opportunity
offering powerful incentives that make assimilation rewarding for
many immigrants and their descendants.36

Another crucial factor lies in the ability and willingness of estab-
lished groups in the white majority to resist and exclude the newcom-
ers, which are presently greatly reduced from what was the case dur-
ing the first half of the twentieth century. The children of immigrants
from southern and eastern Europe experienced intense nativist hostil-
ity and some discrimination. Nevertheless, their constitutional rights
based on European origins (and their legally unchallenged whiteness)
differentiated them from nonwhite migrant groups of the time, such
the Chinese and the Mexicans, who were denied these rights. As we
will show in Chapter 3, civil rights—and the political incorporation
that followed from them—were critically important to the gradual as-
similation of these European groups, who continued to face prejudice
and discrimination. Because of the subsequent extension of civil rights
to nonwhites, the monitoring and enforcement of formal rules that
once worked to effect exclusion from the mainstream now contribute
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to lowering the barriers to entry for immigrant minorities and the new
second generation. The institutional boundaries of the mainstream
are more open now to the entry of nonwhites than they have been in
any other period of American history. In Chapter 2 we argue that by
attacking racial discrimination, the institutional changes of the civil
rights period introduced a tidal shift, even if they have not been suc-
cessful in eradicating racism. In addition, the legitimacy of overtly
racist belief and practice has never been lower in the eyes of most
Americans. These changes have subtly but noticeably shifted soci-
etal incentives in the direction of promoting improved, predictable
chances for minorities. Even as we make this argument, we recognize
that these improvements are still small for some minority groups, es-
pecially non-immigrant ones, such as African Americans.

As with social mobility in industrial societies for all ethnic groups,
majority or minority, assimilation into the mainstream mainly occurs
as an individual, family-based process.37 The extent of intergenera-
tional upward mobility is more limited in industrial societies than is
commonly assumed, and there is a divergence in outcomes for all eth-
nic groups, whereby many experience upward social mobility while
most move laterally, and some even move downward in the stratifica-
tion order. Hence, assimilation linked to actual social mobility pro-
ceeds unevenly and varies across ethnic groups and within the same
group. It depends in part on the forms of capital that immigrants
bring, as we elaborate in Chapter 2. In a high-technology society, im-
migrant families who bring large volumes of human and cultural cap-
ital obviously have an advantage over low-wage laborers with little
formal schooling.

The conception of assimilation that we put forward is neither nor-
mative nor prescriptive. We recognize that the separation between
positive and normative science has been, and still is, difficult to
achieve in the study of human affairs, and that much of the concep-
tual literature in the field of ethnicity and race mixes the two together.
A normative slant on assimilation is exemplified by the earlier quo-
tations from Warner and Srole and could be amply illustrated by quo-
tations with a similar character from elsewhere in the classical lit-
erature. It was commonly assumed that assimilation is not only a
“normal” outcome for an ethnic minority in American society but
also a beneficial one, bringing an end to prejudice and discrimination
and a liberation from the constricting bonds of parochial group loyal-
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ties. As numerous critics have pointed out, the classical assimilation
literature thus appears to presume, or at least seems consistent with, a
now outdated view that ethnicity is a primordial bond destined to
weaken as a consequence of the spreading rational individualism and
enlightenment of modern society. Part of our task is to free the con-
cept of assimilation from this unnecessary baggage.

Much of the skepticism today about the relevance of assimilation
for the immigration of the current era is mirrored by perceptions
about immigrants in past eras. Needless to say, the mere existence of
such parallels does not prove that contemporary immigrants and their
descendants will undergo a process of assimilation comparable to that
of the past; it only alerts us to the possibility that there may be more
continuity than our sense of the uniqueness of the present moment
may readily grant. Therefore, after laying out the basis for a new the-
ory of assimilation in Chapter 2, we take up the historical record and
its relevance. In Chapter 3, we examine in some depth the evidence
about assimilation among the European-ancestry groups and East
Asian groups from the earlier era of mass immigration. This evidence
is instructive, for it demonstrates the complexity of the historical as-
similation process, which differs in some important respects from the
stereotyped view. It leads us to a consideration of frequently advanced
claims about the differences between past and contemporary immi-
gration eras, which is the subject of Chapter 4. There we assess the
various arguments that express skepticism over the relevance of as-
similation for contemporary immigration. Suffice it to say here that
we find these putative differences less decisive than they seem at first
sight. In Chapters 5 and 6 we turn our attention fully to the new im-
migrant groups. Chapter 5 depicts the historical background of the
new immigration and provides illustrative capsule summaries of some
of the new groups. In Chapter 6 we sift recent data for clues concern-
ing the potential relevance of assimilation, considering the domains
of language, socioeconomic standing, residential situation, and inter-
marriage. Chapter 7 summarizes our argument and also attempts to
address implications for the American future and for the place of eth-
nic and racial cleavages in it.
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• C H A P T E R T W O •

Assimilation Theory, Old and New

Whatever the precise words, conceptions of assimilation have been
central to understanding the American experience at least since colo-
nial times. Even then, assimilation was a contested idea, reflecting dif-
ferent visions of a society that was coming into being. Nation build-
ing through immigration has been a source of contention throughout
America’s history as a settler society. The alarm expressed by Ben-
jamin Franklin about the swelling number of Germans in Pennsylva-
nia has a very contemporary ring: “Why should the Palatine boors be
suffered to swarm into our settlements and by herding together estab-
lish their language and manners to the exclusion of ours? Why should
Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a colony of aliens,
who will shortly be so numerous as to germanize us instead of our
anglifying them?”1 Implicit here is an early version of what has since
become known as Anglo-conformity, the expectation that immigrant
groups should swallow intact the existing Anglo-American culture
while simultaneously disgorging their own.2 A different spirit runs
through the now well-known words of the French-born J. Hector St.
John Crèvecoeur, who in his Letters from an American Farmer (1782)
gives an early articulation of the melting pot conception of assimi-
lation:

What is the American, this new man? He is either an European, or the
descendant of an European, hence that strange mixture of blood, which
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you will find in no other country. I could point out to you a family
whose grandfather was an Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whose
son married a French woman, and whose present four sons now have
four wives of different nations. He is an American, who leaving behind
him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the
new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys, and
the new rank he holds. . . . Here individuals of all nations are melted into
a new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great
changes in the world.3

In 1845, Ralph Waldo Emerson extended the melting pot idea beyond
Europeans when he referred to the energy not only “of Irish, Ger-
mans, Swedes, Poles, and Cossacks, and all the European tribes,” but
also “of the Africans, and of the Polynesians,” who would contribute
to “a new race, a new religion, a new state, a new literature, which
will be as vigorous as the new Europe which came out of the smelting-
pot of the Dark Ages.”4

These quotations reflect different visions of assimilation that ex-
isted even during the early experience of nation building through the
incorporation of immigrants and their descendants. They also illus-
trate how ideas regarding assimilation are rooted in historical expe-
riences of immigration, from the colonial era of immigration from
northwestern Europe to the nineteenth-century transition to mass im-
migration from southern and eastern Europe and Asia. Each new
wave of immigration expanded the range of groups that contributed
to the ethnic diversity of American society, which in turn stimulated
new thinking about the assimilation of newcomers. More recently,
conceptions of assimilation have undergone further rethinking in re-
sponse to the contemporary nonwhite immigration from Asia, the Ca-
ribbean, and Latin America. Assimilation is not a static or unchang-
ing concept; its definition and specifications have evolved steadily as
American society has changed in its more than several-century experi-
ence of immigration. Conceptions of the American mainstream like-
wise have changed as immigration has contributed to the growing di-
versity of ethnic and racial groups that inhabit the United States.

Assimilation and the Chicago School

Assimilation as a paradigm for the social-scientific understanding of
immigration is traceable to the Chicago School sociologists of the
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early twentieth century and especially to the work of Robert E. Park,
W. I. Thomas, and their collaborators and students.5 That a scien-
tifically oriented conception of assimilation should have arisen there
is understandable, for the members of the Chicago School achieved
distinction partly through the close observation of the urban environ-
ment around them, and Chicago was then a city growing by leaps and
bounds as a result of massive migrations and industrial growth.6 As
late as 1833, when Chicago was incorporated as a town, its site was
almost bare, and its population numbered some 350 souls. Scarcely
three-quarters of a century later, its population had swelled to more
than 2 million. The migrations responsible for this growth brought
people from rural areas of the United States but even more from other
countries. In 1910, 70 percent of the city’s population consisted of
immigrants and their children, who came from numerous, primarily
European countries and frequently from peasant backgrounds.7 The
next decade witnessed the initial large-scale migration to the city of
blacks from the rural South and the resulting intense racial conflicts.
All around the city in this era, one could observe the difficult adjust-
ments that ethnic minorities and rural migrants were making to urban
American life.

At the newly founded University of Chicago (1890), sociologists
took up the challenge to understand the experiences of migrants to
the city. Robert Park and E. W. Burgess provided a widely known
early definition of assimilation—“a process of interpenetration and
fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, sentiments,
and attitudes of other persons and groups and, by sharing their expe-
rience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural
life.”8 When read closely, this definition clearly does not require what
many critics of assimilation theory assume, namely, the erasure of all
signs of ethnic origins. Instead, it equates assimilation with changes
that bring ethnic minorities into the mainstream of American life. It is
in its way a critical response to the total Americanization of immi-
grants that at the time was being aggressively promoted by many
Americans. The limited nature of the assimilation Park envisioned
was made even clearer by another definition that he later created for
the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, whereby “social” assimila-
tion was “the name given to the process or processes by which peo-
ples of diverse racial origins and different cultural heritages, occupy-
ing a common territory, achieve a cultural solidarity sufficient at least
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to sustain a national existence.”9 This definition expresses an under-
standing of assimilation with contemporary appeal, leaving ample
room for the persistence of ethnic elements set within a common na-
tional frame.10

Nonetheless, Park’s legacy is closely identified with the notion of as-
similation as the end stage of a “race-relations cycle” of “contact,
competition, accommodation, and eventual assimilation,” a sequence
that, in his best-known formulation, was viewed as “apparently pro-
gressive and irreversible.”11 In depicting the race relations cycle, Park
was rather deliberately painting with broad brush strokes on a large
canvas, for the cycle refers obliquely to the processes in the modern
world economy, including long-distance labor migrations, that bring
once-separated peoples into closer contact. Competition is the initial,
unstable consequence of contact, as the groups struggle to gain ad-
vantages over one another, eventuating in the more stable stage of ac-
commodation, where a social structure of typically unequal relations
among groups and a settled understanding of group positions have
emerged.12 But no matter how stable this social structure, ethnic dif-
ferences would eventually diminish, according to Park, who wrote
that “in our estimates of race relations we have not reckoned with
the effects of personal intercourse and the friendships that inevitably
grow up out of them.”13

The Chicago School of sociology contributed to the elaboration of
the concept of assimilation through important empirical studies di-
rected at informing social policy. One of the early ones, Old World
Traits Transplanted (1921), which was originally published under the
names of Robert Park and Herbert Miller but is now known to have
been written largely by W. I. Thomas, was self-consciously formulated
against the campaign for rapid and complete Americanization waged
during and immediately after World War I.14 In a profound insight
that remains current today, Thomas, Park, and Miller recognized that
assimilation would proceed more unproblematically if immigrant
groups were left to adjust at their own pace to American life, rather
than being compelled to drop their familiar ways: “A wise policy of
assimilation, like a wise educational policy, does not seek to destroy
the attitudes and memories that are there, but to build on them. There
is a current opinion in America, of the ‘ordering and forbidding’
type, demanding from the immigrant a quick and complete American-
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ization through the suppression and repudiation of all the signs that
distinguish him from us.”15

Members of the Chicago School were pioneers in the study of
city life, and the most enduring empirical studies of assimilation
they produced examine it as a social process embedded in the ur-
ban landscape. These studies take as their point of departure Park’s
axiom that “social relations are . . . inevitably correlated with spa-
tial relations; physical distances . . . are, or seem to be, indexes of
social distances.”16 From this it follows that upwardly mobile im-
migrants and their descendants will leave ethnic enclaves, since
“changes of economic and social status . . . tend to be registered
in changes of location.”17 When combined with E. W. Burgess’s
zonal model of the city, in which immigrants settle initially in dilapi-
dated areas in a city’s industrial and commercial center, Park’s dic-
tum implies a correspondence among assimilation, socioeconomic
mobility, and spatial mobility outward from the city center toward
the suburban ring. In Burgess’s formulation, immigrant groups ini-
tially enter slums “crowded to overflowing with immigrant colonies,”
move in the next generation to ethnic working-class neighborhoods,
and may eventually disperse into the “Promised Land” at the city’s
edge.18

In The Ghetto (1928), Park’s student Louis Wirth analyzed this
process for Jewish neighborhoods in Chicago. Where “a steady influx
of new immigrants has replenished the . . . community, there a ghetto,
with all the characteristic local color, has grown up and maintains it-
self.” But the ghetto is weakened as many residents increasingly desire
to break free from the narrowness of ghetto existence. Immigrants,
or more typically their children, consequently leave it for “the more
modern and less Jewish area of second settlement,” a neighborhood
with “a new complexion, unmistakably Jewish, though not quite as
genuine as that of the ghetto itself.” Since aspects of the ghetto follow
the “partially assimilated Jews” into the new area, some move on
again to a third neighborhood, changing their character and institu-
tions at each of these stages.19

The seminal ideas of the Chicago School on assimilation were for-
mulated during the final decades of mass immigration from southern
and eastern Europe. These ideas guided the empirical studies of immi-
grant adaptation that established the University of Chicago as the pre-
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eminent center for research on the social problems of American urban
society. But the empirical study that had the greatest subsequent im-
pact, extending the Chicago School’s ideas to the study of the descen-
dants of turn-of-the-century immigrants, was W. Lloyd Warner and
Leo Srole’s Social Systems of American Ethnic Groups (1945). Con-
centrating on an older industrial city in New England, Warner and
Srole observed a series of corresponding changes that occurred over
the course of successive generations of various European ethnic
groups following the end of mass immigration in the 1920s and the
Great Depression of the 1930s. Their study was conducted during
World War II, which contributed to lifting the New England economy
out of the long slump stemming from the depression. They docu-
mented the decline of white ethnic enclaves in the context of the war-
time economic boom as the native-born generations shifted out of
the working class to higher occupational and class positions and bet-
ter residential neighborhoods. In addition, they identified behavioral
changes in the private spheres of ethnic groups, in the relations be-
tween husbands and wives and between parents and their children, as
well as in the friendships formed by the children. In interpreting their
findings, Warner and Srole posited that assimilation was the direction
in which all groups were moving, but that there was great variation
among them in the time required for it to occur. For virtually all
groups of European origin, including the groups they characterized as
“dark Caucasoids,” such as Armenians and Sicilians, the time re-
quired was no more than “short” to “moderate,” though, as we noted
in the previous chapter, the scale of time involved could be longer
than these terms might appear to imply, since the authors defined a
“short” duration as a period anywhere in the range of one to six gen-
erations. For non-European groups, all of whom were in their view
racially distinct, assimilation would be “slow” or “very slow,” with
the adjectives actually conveying the uncertainty of the process:
“slow” refers to “a very long time in the future which is not yet dis-
cernible,” while “very slow” indicates that “the group will not be
totally assimilated until the present American social order changes
gradually or by revolution.”20 “Dark-skinned” Jews were the one Eu-
ropean group to whom this uncertain prognosis also applied. Despite
the uncertainty about the prospects for assimilation of nonwhites and
some Jews, the assumption that assimilation was the point on the ho-
rizon toward which all groups were moving, albeit in some cases with
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glacial slowness, was unquestioned. The stage had been set for the
post–World War II synthesis.

The Canonical Synthesis

By the middle of the twentieth century, the apogee of the “melting
pot” as metaphor, assimilation was integral to the American self-un-
derstanding as the pivot around which social science investigations of
ethnicity and even of race turned. Yet, oddly, the concept itself was
loosely specified and quite murky. There existed a broad consensus
about the scope of assimilation, stemming from the early Chicago
School formulation; but relatively little had been accomplished in the
way of developing clear and consistent operational concepts that
could be employed, in an analytically useful fashion, to measure the
extent of assimilation of individuals and groups. Over the decades, a
proliferation of definitions, created by anthropologists, sociologists,
and others to fit the needs of particular research agendas, had ac-
cumulated, with attendant confusion generated by definitions that
partly overlapped and partly did not.21 The problem of disentangling
the strands associated with assimilation to reveal its distinct elements
and thereby fashion a set of operational concepts with analytic value
in a broad range of research settings was not solved until Milton
Gordon’s Assimilation in American Life (1964). It is with his book
that a canonical account takes on a sharply etched conceptual pro-
file.22

Gordon’s singular contribution was to set down a synthesis that
elaborated a multidimensional concept of assimilation. Accultura-
tion, he argued, was the dimension that typically came first and was,
to a large degree, inevitable. He defined acculturation very broadly as
the minority group’s adoption of the “cultural patterns” of the host
society—patterns extending beyond the acquisition of the English lan-
guage and such other obvious externals as dress to include aspects
normally regarded as part of the inner or private self, such as charac-
teristic emotional expression or core values and life goals. The specific
cultural standard that represented the direction and eventual outcome
of the acculturation process was the “middle-class cultural patterns
of, largely, white Protestant, Anglo-Saxon origins,” which Gordon
also described as the “core culture.”23 In his view, acculturation was a
largely one-way process: except in the area of institutional religion,
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the minority group adopted the core culture, which remained basi-
cally unchanged by acculturation. Gordon also distinguished intrinsic
cultural traits, those that are “vital ingredients of the group’s cul-
tural heritage,” exemplified by religion and musical traditions, from
extrinsic traits, which “tend to be products of the historical vicissi-
tudes of the group’s adjustment to the local environment” and thus
are deemed less central to group identity.24 The distinction seems to
imply that extrinsic traits are readily surrendered by the group in
making more or less necessary accommodations to the host society,
but its implications are less clear about intrinsic ones. Certainly, Gor-
don had no expectation that the fundamental religious identities (e.g.,
Catholic, Jewish) of different immigrant groups would be given up as
a result of acculturation.25

Acculturation could occur in the absence of other types of assimila-
tion, and the stage of “acculturation only” could last indefinitely, ac-
cording to Gordon. His major hypothesis was that structural assimi-
lation—that is, integration into primary groups—is associated with,
or stimulates, all other types of assimilation (“Once structural assimi-
lation has occurred, . . . all of the other types of assimilation will natu-
rally follow”). In particular, this meant that prejudice and discrimi-
nation would decline, if not disappear, that intermarriage would be
common, and that the minority’s separate identity would wane.26 The
hypothesis suggests a relationship of cause and effect, but it should
not be given the causal inflection Gordon’s language implies. Gordon
did not develop a theory of assimilation specifying which causal
mechanisms impede or promote the assimilation of individuals and
ethnic groups. It could be just as true that a decline in prejudice allows
structural assimilation to take place as the reverse. Gordon’s contribu-
tion was the codification of a conceptual framework through lucid
specification of some of the key dimensions of assimilation. His syn-
thesis identifies various indicators of assimilation, which are not caus-
ally distinct but describe different dimensions of the same underlying
process. These seven dimensions—cultural, structural, marital, iden-
tity, prejudice, discrimination, civic—provided a composite multi-
dimensional index of assimilation that was useful as a guide in de-
termining the extent of a group’s assimilation according to both
individual- and group-level criteria. Such specification of empirical in-
dicators of assimilation was readily adapted to the variable research
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of quantitative sociology, which in the 1960s was in rapid ascen-
dance.27

As noted, Gordon assumed that acculturation involved change on
the part of an ethnic group in the direction of middle-class Anglo-
American culture, which remained itself largely unaffected, except for
what he described as “minor modifications” in areas such as food and
place names.28 An obvious difficulty, one that Gordon recognized else-
where in his work (in his concept of the “ethclass,” for instance), is
that American culture varies greatly by locale and social class; accul-
turation hardly takes place in the shadow of a single middle-class cul-
tural standard. But what was lacking more profoundly was a more
differentiated and syncretic concept, a recognition that American cul-
ture was and is mixed, an amalgam of diverse influences, and that it
continues to evolve “from the unsystematic fusion of various regional
and racial customs and traditions,” as Michael Lind points out in his
discussion of what he calls the “vernacular” culture.29

It does not require a radical shift in perspective to recognize that
assimilation and acculturation processes can occur not just through
changes in one group that make it more like another, but also through
changes in two (or more) groups that shrink the differences between
them. In short, acculturation can result from processes of group con-
vergence. Moreover, acculturation need not be limited to the substi-
tution of one cultural element for its equivalent, whether the replace-
ment comes from the majority or minority cultures, though such
substitution certainly takes place; this narrow conception of accultur-
ation is at the root of the frequently encountered notion that one
group “adopts” the cultural traits of another. In a process of conver-
gence, the impact of minority ethnic cultures on the mainstream can
occur also by an expansion of the range of what is considered norma-
tive behavior within the mainstream; thus, elements of minority cul-
tures are absorbed alongside their equivalents of Anglo-American or
other origins or are fused with mainstream elements to create a com-
posite culture. The cultural fusion that results, especially evident in
urban life, remakes the repertoire of styles, cuisine, popular culture,
and myths, and incrementally becomes incorporated into the Ameri-
can mainstream.

Gordon’s legacy also includes codification of alternative concep-
tions of assimilation in the United States. Gordon described these as
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the “theories” of Anglo-conformity and of the melting pot, but they
are more appropriately viewed as alternative popular beliefs or ideol-
ogies about the composition and nature of civil society. The model of
Anglo-conformity, which corresponds in spirit with the campaign for
rapid, “pressure-cooker” Americanization during and immediately
after World War I, equated assimilation with acculturation in the An-
glo-American mold. It ignored other aspects, and was therefore indif-
ferent with regard to structural assimilation. The model of the melting
pot has enjoyed several periods of popularity in American discussions
of ethnicity, most recently in the aftermath of World War II. It offers
an idealistic vision of American society and identity as arising from
the biological and cultural fusion of different peoples; and while its
exponents have usually emphasized the contributions of Europeans
to the mixture, it allows for recognition of those of non-European
groups as well. In terms of Gordon’s scheme, the model emphasized
cultural and structural assimilation. It forecast widespread intermar-
riage; a well-known variant, the triple melting pot, foresaw intermar-
riage as taking place within population pools defined by religious
boundaries.30 The cultural assimilation portion of the melting pot idea
was rather ambiguous, however. Many early exponents spoke in ways
that suggested a truly syncretic American culture blending elements
from many different groups, but later commentators were more con-
sistent with Gordon’s own conception that acculturation is a mostly
one-directional acceptance of Anglo-American patterns.31

Gordon discussed a third model, cultural pluralism, which, though
not strictly speaking a part of the assimilation canon, nevertheless
tended to bolster the assimilation concept by providing an unconvinc-
ing alternative. Here Gordon hewed rather strictly to an early-twenti-
eth-century conception of pluralism articulated by the philosopher
Horace Kallen. The basic idea was quite simple: that a society bene-
fited when the different ethnic elements in it retained their cultural
distinctiveness, analogous to the way that the sound of an orchestra
gains in richness from the distinctive voices of the assembled instru-
ments. Cultural pluralism is thus the intellectual ancestor of contem-
porary multiculturalism.32 The difficulty, as Gordon recognized, is
that Kallen’s conception more or less required preservation of the cul-
tural integrity of different groups and thus largely overlooked the cul-
tural change and mixing arising from their interactions.

Interestingly, Gordon himself espoused none of these models. This
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may come as a surprise to many who know his views only in the con-
text of the present-day, disparaging discussion of assimilation, for he
has often been identified with a school that portrays assimilation as
an almost inevitable outcome for groups that have entered the United
States through immigration. But this is not, in fact, a fair characteriza-
tion. Although Gordon left little doubt that, in his view, acculturation
was inevitable to a large degree, he did not see structural assimilation
as similarly foreordained. His analysis of American society led to the
conclusion that structural pluralism rather than cultural pluralism
was the more accurate description. He envisioned the United States as
constituted from ethnic subsocieties, in whose institutions and social
networks most individuals spend the major portion of their social
lives.33

Another prominent element of the canonical synthesis is the notion
of “straight-line assimilation,” popularized by Herbert Gans and Neil
Sandberg. (Gans later changed the straight line to a “bumpy” one.)34

The straight-line idea envisions a process unfolding in a sequence of
generational steps: each new generation represents on average a new
stage of adjustment to the host society, that is, a further step away
from ethnic “ground zero,” the community and ethnoculture estab-
lished by the immigrants, and a step closer in a variety of ways to
more complete assimilation.35 The idea of an inherent generational
dynamic is well illustrated by the hypothesis of third-generation re-
turn, which has an ambiguous relationship to the assimilation thesis.36

The logic behind the hypothesis is that the second generation, the chil-
dren of the immigrant generation, feels impelled to assimilate by the
need to demonstrate that it is truly part of the society and no longer
foreign, while the third generation, in no doubt about being Ameri-
can, can afford to exhibit signs of ethnicity. “What the son wishes to
forget, the grandson wishes to remember” was Will Herberg’s pithy
formulation that helped to popularize the idea.37

Extending the Canon

Gordon described his multidimensional schema as “assimilation vari-
ables”; and although he illustrated its applicability with a chart that
employed only qualitative measures such as “yes,” “no,” “mostly,”
and “partly,” his synthesis nonetheless opened the way for the devel-
opment of quantitative indicators of assimilation. The specification of
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precise measures of assimilation gained ground in the 1960s, inspired
by the breakthrough in quantitative research, especially in the field of
stratification. Following the publication of seminal studies such as
Peter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan’s American Occupational Struc-
ture (1967),38 researchers shifted their focus in the 1970s from struc-
tural assimilation—integration into primary groups, intermarriage—
to what became identified as “socioeconomic assimilation.”

Status-attainment research reinforced the view that assimilation
and social mobility are inextricably linked (and, conversely, that there
is no assimilation if social mobility has not also occurred). Although
this view had been adumbrated earlier, the explicit link between so-
cioeconomic attainment and assimilation represented a conceptual re-
formulation, one that was in accord with the postwar interest in com-
parative research on social mobility. According to the most common
conception, socioeconomic assimilation was equated with the attain-
ment of average or above-average socioeconomic standing, as mea-
sured by indicators such as education, occupation, and income. It was
deemed to have occurred to the degree that the socioeconomic distri-
bution of the minority group resembles that of the majority.39 Since
many immigrant groups, especially those coming from agricultural
backgrounds, such as the Irish, Italians, and Mexicans, entered the
American social structure on its lowest rungs, this meaning of socio-
economic assimilation was often conflated with social mobility.

A more sophisticated conception of socioeconomic assimilation is
needed to recognize that immigrant groups no longer start inevitably
at the bottom of the labor market, that contemporary immigration in-
cludes numerous groups that bring substantial educational creden-
tials, professional training, and other forms of human capital. One
way to avoid the historical specificity in the conventional formulation
is to define socioeconomic assimilation as minority participation in
mainstream socioeconomic institutions (e.g., labor market, educa-
tion) on the basis of parity with ethnic-majority individuals of similar
socioeconomic origins. If the emphasis in the first conception falls on
equality of attainments or position, the emphasis in the second is on
equality of treatment: members of the immigrant minority and others
similarly positioned have the same life chances in the pursuit of con-
tested goods, such as desirable occupations. In this sense, the ethnic
distinction has lost its relevance for processes of socioeconomic at-
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tainment.40 In this sense, too, one can assimilate into the working
class, and many do.

Also added to the quantitative repertoire of assimilation studies
was a focus on residential mobility, which was not included in Gor-
don’s synthesis either. This was a curious omission in that the settle-
ment of immigrants in segregated ethnic communities, from which a
gradual dispersal took place in tandem with other forms of assimila-
tion, frequently after a generation or two, was one of the best-known
observations of the Chicago School of sociology. The inclusion of resi-
dential mobility would appear to be consistent with Gordon’s think-
ing on structural assimilation because it can be viewed as a “determi-
nant” of spatial opportunity, that is, it expands the ethnic mix of
everyday social contacts, especially for the generation growing up.
Douglas Massey’s “spatial assimilation” model formalized the sig-
nificance of residence for the assimilation paradigm.41 The model, a
continuation of the Chicago School’s ecological tradition, treats the
spatial distribution of racial and ethnic groups as a reflection of their
human capital and the state of their assimilation, broadly construed.
Its basic tenets are that residential mobility follows from the accultur-
ation and social mobility of ethnic families, and that residential mo-
bility is an intermediate step on the way to structural assimilation. As
members of minority groups acculturate and establish themselves in
American labor markets, they attempt to leave behind less successful
members of their groups and to convert socioeconomic and assimila-
tion progress into residential gain by “purchasing” residence in places
with greater advantages and amenities. But because good schools,
clean streets, and other amenities are more common in the communi-
ties where the majority is concentrated, and these communities have
been largely suburban since the 1950s, the search by ethnic minority
families for better surroundings leads them toward suburbanization
and greater contact with the majority.

Status-attainment and segregation research provided assimilation
studies with quantitative measures, by means of powerful statistical
methods, of the extent to which the life chances of immigrants and
their descendants were similar or dissimilar to the mainstream experi-
ence. The study of ethnic and racial groups was linked to the general
interest in understanding social and spatial mobility in a manner that
shifted analytic interest from the examination of the cultural and in-
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terpersonal dimensions of assimilation to questions of comparative
ethnic stratification. Accordingly, ethnic and racial minorities were
regarded as moving in the direction of assimilation insofar as their
educational, occupational, income, and residential characteristics ap-
proached, equaled, or exceeded those of Anglo-Americans or native-
born non-Hispanic whites. Findings of persistent inequality in life
chances, measured quantitatively with large public-use data sets,
could be interpreted as evidence of discrimination and restrictions on
the opportunity for assimilation.

A Return to the Chicago School’s Roots

Gordon’s analysis, the touchstone for all subsequent studies of assimi-
lation, focused attention on the last stage of Park’s race relations
cycle. This has had the effect of influencing subsequent researchers
to conceive of assimilation as an outcome expected to be rapidly
achieved. Often they are quick to conclude that if signs of incipient as-
similation are not abundant in the first and second generations, as in
the naïve view that assimilation is contingent on attainment of mid-
dle-class status, the theory should be rejected. Yet the race relations
cycle pioneered by Park took the long view of ethnic and race rela-
tions as a protracted historical process. (Warner and Srole, as we have
noted, viewed six generations—the period they thought would be re-
quired by groups such as the Armenians and the Italians—as a “mod-
erate” time to assimilation. Moreover, they did not conflate assim-
ilation with entry into the middle class but identified it with the
reduction of differences with Anglo-Americans, including presumably
those in the laboring classes.) What later got eclipsed was the ethnic
stratification in the period of accommodation for the first and second
generations after immigration. In other words, the modal experience
of these generations is within an ethnic stratification order, not rapid
assimilation.

At virtually the same time as Gordon’s seminal volume, another
book appeared that represented a plausible attempt to formulate a
complex and sophisticated theoretical analysis of ethnic stratification
and assimilation. What distinguishes Tomatsu Shibutani and Kian
Kwan from Gordon is their interest in reviving and updating the Chi-
cago School approach to studies of assimilation. Although their study
has had only a limited influence in shaping the subsequent literature
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on assimilation, it was an important early effort to specify causal
mechanisms within the assimilation paradigm. Shibutani and Kwan
employed a worldwide canvas for their study of assimilation—the
case studies they used to ground their theoretical analysis included
such diverse instances as Manchu rule over Han Chinese and ethnic
stratification in the Roman Empire—and their underlying aim was to
gain a deeper understanding of the American experience of race rela-
tions through comparative analysis of systems of ethnic domination
in diverse historical and societal settings.

Shibutani and Kwan drew upon core conceptual themes of the Chi-
cago School—George Herbert Mead’s symbolic interactionism, Rob-
ert Park’s race relations cycle, and Charles Darwin’s evolutionary the-
ory as extended by human ecologists—which they then applied to the
study of assimilation and stratification of ethnic and racial minorities.
The starting point of their analysis was the assertion that genetic dif-
ferences between groups, if they even exist, cannot explain the so-
cial distances between them. Instead, differences giving rise to social
distances are created and sustained symbolically through the human
practice of classifying people into ranked categories. Following Mead,
Shibutani and Kwan argued that how a person is treated in society de-
pends “not on what he is” but on the “manner in which he is de-
fined.” Placing people into categories, each associated with expected
behavior and treatment, allows humans to deal in a routine and pre-
dictable manner with strangers and acquaintances outside their pri-
mary groups. “Except in a small village one cannot possibly treat each
individual he encounters as a unique human being, for he has neither
the time nor the opportunity to acquire all the pertinent details. In
such contexts as these, ethnic categories assume importance.”42 The
claim that the classification of human beings into ethnic and racial
groups stems from a cognitive mechanism embedded in social inter-
actions, not biological difference, has a very contemporary ring, so
much so that a name has been fashioned for it: social construction.43

Social distance is the linchpin concept in the explanation of the
color line that segregates minorities and impedes assimilation. By so-
cial distance, Shibutani and Kwan refer to the subjective state of
“nearness felt to certain individuals,” not physical distance between
groups.44 In their account, change in subjective states—reduction of
social distance—precedes and stimulates structural assimilation (in
contradiction to Gordon’s reasoning about structural assimilation, we
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may note). When social distance is small, there is a feeling of common
identity, closeness, and shared experiences. But when social distance is
great, people perceive and treat the other as belonging to a different
category; and even after long acquaintance, there are still feelings of
apprehension and reserve.

Shibutani and Kwan’s use of the Chicago School’s evolutionary ap-
proach contributed a vital macroscopic dimension which was missing
from Gordon’s synthesis. The large processes behind Park’s race rela-
tions cycle, they argued, stem from competition and natural selection
arising out of human migration and intergroup contact, as individu-
als, through groups, compete for resources and symbolic domination
in a territorial space. Following the lead of the Norwegian anthropol-
ogist Frederik Barth, Shibutani and Kwan emphasized the social pro-
cesses governing the boundary between ethnic groups rather than the
attributes of specific groups.45 Majority and minorities, they argued,
must be studied in terms of their relationship to each other rather
than separately. There are usually multiple groups sharing a territorial
space, rather than only two, and they are bound by mutual interde-
pendencies in such a way that the unit of analysis is the community as
a whole, not distinct, enclosed ethnic groups.

Shibutani and Kwan linked the processes governing the symbolic
construction of ethnic differences to the economic and status inter-
ests of corporate actors at the community level. Not only did this in-
sight allow them to bring power—a concept absent from Gordon’s
scheme—into their analysis of assimilation, but also it pointed to the
linkages between large-scale institutional processes and change at the
individual level. For Shibutani and Kwan, a stable system of ethnic
stratification is embedded not just in informal arrangements—social
norms, customs, and conventions operating at the micro-sociological
level—but also in an institutional order in which the dominant group
upholds its position and privileges through control of formal institu-
tions, the state, and coercive forces. Thus, the subordination of eth-
nic minorities is maintained not merely by moral consensus but ulti-
mately by institutionalized power and outright coercion.

Their comparative analysis uncovered many exceptions to Park’s
optimistic conception of assimilation: interethnic contacts that re-
sulted in the segregation, expulsion, or even the extermination of mi-
nority groups. It thus provides a soberly realistic assessment of the
prospects for assimilation of non-European minorities. Domination is
gained through competitive advantages accruing to the group whose
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culture is best adapted to exploit the resources of the ecology. Compe-
tition and natural selection push minorities into the least desirable
residential locations and economic niches. Ethnic stratification orders
tend to be long-lasting once established and institutionalized. They
are based on a moral order in which the dominant group is convinced
that its advantages derive from natural differences, and minorities
come to believe in their inferiority and accept their lot at the bottom
of the stratification order. Individual minority group members may
achieve social mobility within the stratification order and gain eco-
nomic parity, but as exceptions to the rule. Such upwardly mobile in-
dividuals, often of mixed race, acquire a marginal status that gives
them a modicum of privilege and respect, but they are fully accepted
neither by the dominant group nor by their own ethnic community. In
a stable ethnic stratification order, individual assimilation occurs even
while the system maintaining dominance remains intact.

In most of the cases Shibutani and Kwan analyzed, the assimilation
of racial minorities occurs only incrementally as social distance is
gradually reduced and the color line begins to break down. The mech-
anisms that bring about the reduction of social distance stem from
structural changes that occur at the macro level. In the absence of
such changes, ethnic stratification orders tend toward stable equilib-
rium. In other words, the segregation of racial minorities into eth-
nic enclaves would persist indefinitely in the absence of exogenous
change. In explaining the changes that alter stable ethnic stratification
orders, Shibutani and Kwan emphasize the importance of technologi-
cal innovation, which in turn induces alterations in the mode of pro-
duction. Changes in the economic system associated with technologi-
cal shifts often introduce opportunities for minority groups to acquire
new competitive advantages that make them indispensable to employ-
ers. These in turn lead employers to seek institutional changes favor-
able to the interests of minority groups, changes that, in a capitalist
system, are relatively easy to institute when elites find this in their eco-
nomic interest. As a contemporary example, one could point to the
role of employers in supporting the immigration of workers, both
skilled and unskilled, legal and undocumented, despite the public
clamor for greater limits on legal immigration and a curtailing of ille-
gal immigration. At one end of the economic spectrum, there is the
growing labor market demand for highly skilled workers (e.g., Silicon
Valley’s use of foreign-born computer programmers), given the post-
industrial transformation of the American economy; at the other end,
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there is a continuing need for elastic sources of low-wage labor in the
agricultural sector, in “degraded” manufacturing sectors such as the
garment industry, and in personal services such as child care.46

The most immediate source of a decline in social distance, Shibu-
tani and Kwan assert, occurs when institutional change stimulates the
introduction of new ideas that challenge values and cultural beliefs
previously taken for granted, as in the discrediting of white suprema-
cist ideologies in the postcolonial world, and a “transformation of
values” ensues. “Systems of ethnic stratification begin to break down
when minority peoples develop new self-conceptions and refuse to ac-
cept subordinate roles. As they become more aware of their worth in
comparison to members of the dominant group, what they had once
accepted as natural becomes unbearable.”47 Social movements, often
involving protests and rebellions, are the motor that sparks interest
among the political elite in instituting changes and reforms to alter the
relationship between majority and minority in a manner that pro-
motes assimilation.

In sum, their analysis of assimilation focuses attention on the extent
to which change at the macroscopic level opens the way for concomi-
tant change in subjective states at the individual and primary group
levels. Their study adds several features that are missing in the canoni-
cal account. One is a complex causal analysis that allows for the in-
troduction of contingency (i.e., variable group trajectories), in con-
trast to the uniformity produced by the reliance on generationally
induced change. Another is the preservation of the distinctions among
levels of aggregation so that the interaction among individuals,
groups, and the larger social environment is incorporated into the an-
alytic accounting. Their analysis acknowledges exogenous influences,
such as technological innovations, along with shifts in conditions at
the societal and group levels as affecting individual decisions and ac-
tions that do or do not advance assimilation. Finally, their analysis
quite explicitly recognizes the centrality of stratification in the ethnic
experience; it does not, as the canonical formulation does, slight the
persistence of social inequalities while presenting assimilation as the
seemingly universal experience of immigrant minorities.

These advances notwithstanding, Shibutani and Kwan’s theoretical
analysis proved to be less influential than Gordon’s, in part because it
was not amenable to the multivariate design of quantitative sociology.
Nevertheless, recognition of a theoretical impoverishment of quanti-
tative sociology, which tacitly came to conceive of theory as the “sum
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of variables,” has given rise to an interest in explanation that specifies
the causal mechanisms which produce the outcome to be explained.48

In light of this development, Shibutani and Kwan’s synthesis of the
Chicago School provides useful clues for the construction of a new
institutionalist theory of assimilation, one that specifies causal mecha-
nisms which explain the coexistence of both segregating and blending
processes in society.

New Assimilation Theory

The aim of theory is to help us understand the causes of a phenome-
non. In constructing a theory of assimilation, we follow the “new
realists” in the philosophy of science in moving away from the “cov-
ering law” approach to explanation associated with classical positiv-
ism.49 Causation, instead, is identified as a central cluster of diverse
and specific processes conceived as mechanisms that produce or gen-
erate the phenomenon to be explained.50 In other words, a theory is
the approximately true description of the underlying causes of what
one seeks to explain.

In any era, theorizing about a particular domain is shaped by a
more general theoretical language, the modalities of conceptualizing
social processes that are current at that time. As we noted, Shibutani
and Kwan’s theoretical analysis was deeply imbued with the principal
elements of the Chicago School approach, including Darwinian evo-
lutionary theory. The language these presuppositions gave rise to ac-
counts for some of the limitations of their framework. For instance,
Shibutani and Kwan wanted to address theoretically events at an in-
stitutional level, but institutions, properly defined as the formal and
informal rules of the game, are poorly conceived as features of a phys-
ical ecology within which competition and natural selection operate.
For one thing, the selection processes stemming from institutions are
constrained by cultural beliefs and social networks, which set institu-
tional processes apart from natural selection in the biotic world where
Darwinian evolutionary theory has demonstrated its explanatory
mettle.

The Conceptual Framework
We draw for our theoretical language on recent advances in institu-
tional analysis in the social sciences. Institutional theories evolved out
of two distinct traditions, the methodological individualism of Max
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Weber’s comparative institutional analysis, and methodological ho-
lism, stemming from the influence of the French sociologist Emile
Durkheim, which asserts that institutional structures cannot be re-
duced to the action of individuals.51 These rival traditions have gradu-
ally moved in the direction of convergence, through efforts to inte-
grate purposive action with large-scale institutional processes.52 In the
new institutionalist approaches, explanations for institutional change
generally refer to causal mechanisms embedded in the purposive ac-
tion of individual and corporate actors, which in turn are shaped by
cultural beliefs, relational structures, path dependence, and changing
relative costs.

Institutions structure incentives and specify the rules of legitimate
social action within which individuals and organizations compete for
control over resources. Institutions, defined as a web of interrelated
norms, formal and informal, govern social relationships.53 As
Durkheim argued, they serve as constraints shaping social and eco-
nomic exchange at all levels of society. Institutions are not merely
constraints, however, but are also resources that make possible the
achievement of goals not otherwise attainable; hence, individuals and
organizations compete for influence and control over institutional
structures. Those who control the direction of institutional change
can remake the rules of the game to favor their interests. Thus, firms
lobby to change the legal environment in a manner that accrues to
their competitive advantage, and political parties compete for control.
Changes in formal rules are enacted by formal organizations such as
the state. Change in the informal rules such as customs, conventions,
and social norms involve a more bottom-up evolutionary process of
cultural and social change. Consequently, informal constraints often
are resilient to efforts at change imposed by the state. For instance,
changes in the formal rules legislated by Congress in the wake of
the civil rights movement in the 1960s brought about institutional
changes dismantling de jure segregation in the South and increasing
the cost of discrimination in the workplace nationwide. The subse-
quent backlash, first expressed through informal resistance and then
through formal challenges to federal programs, suggests the resilience
of the informal constraints—the customs, conventions, etiquette, and
social norms—regulating the color line between blacks and whites.

History matters in understanding the deep patterns of stability and
change in institutional structures.54 Opposition to changes in the for-
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mal rules of the game often arises out of social groups whose inter-
ests are adversely affected by the new rules. Whereas self-reinforcing
mechanisms in institutions tend to frustrate efforts to bring about
change, other aspects of the institutional environment may facilitate
changes in certain directions.55 As individuals and organizations at-
tempt to innovate institutional change to open the way for new op-
portunities, they undermine or remake the existing institutional
framework, often with effects not anticipated by those initiating the
change. This is seen in the landmark Immigration Act of 1965, whose
supporters in Congress never envisioned that their legislation, aimed
at eliminating national origins quotas restricting southern and eastern
European immigration, would result in altering profoundly the racial
and ethnic composition of major cities and even regions of the United
States. In order to ensure continuity in the ethnic mix of immigration,
they drafted a family reunification clause to the new immigration law.
But they did not anticipate that family members of European Ameri-
cans would prefer to remain in Europe and that relatively small exist-
ing ethnic populations would generate a high volume of chain migra-
tion from Asia through the family reunification option.

Our theory of assimilation builds on the behavioral assumptions of
the new institutionalism in sociology. Agents act according to mental
models shaped by cultural beliefs—customs, social norms, law, ideol-
ogy, and religion—that mold perceptions of self-interest. They follow
rule-of-thumb heuristics in solving problems that arise, and make de-
cisions in the face of uncertainty stemming from incomplete informa-
tion and the risk of opportunism in the institutional environment. For
this reason, new institutionalists view rationality as context-bound
and contingent in contrast to the rationality assumption of neoclassi-
cal economics that individuals maximize their utility with complete
information and unbounded cognitive capacity. Context-bound ratio-
nality focuses analytic attention on integrating accounts of choices
made by individuals with an analysis of the institutional context.56 It
involves a “thick” as opposed to a “thin” view of rationality. The lat-
ter depends on an abstract account of goals as motivated by a self-in-
terest rooted in utility or preferences and posits utility maximization
as the mode of reasoning for actors who calculate costs and benefits
of alternative courses of action in selecting the most efficient means
to an end. By contrast, a context-bound rationality views agency as
stemming from choices made by actors according to perceptions of
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costs and benefits embedded in the institutional environment. It as-
sumes limited cognitive ability on the part of actors and interprets ra-
tionality partly as a product of institutional processes. Adaptations
based on unintended consequences of action that result in success or
rewards also fall within the purview of context-bound rationality.57 If
an unintended consequence results in success, actors are likely to re-
peat the action. Similarly, if the informal norms of a close-knit group
contribute to producing unintended beneficial outcome, the group
will reinforce these norms.

Mechanisms of Assimilation
Our aim in this section is to specify a repertoire of mechanisms oper-
ating at the individual, primary-group, and institutional levels that
shape the trajectories of adaptation by immigrants and their descen-
dants. The causal mechanisms we propose fall broadly into two groups
that are general to social behavior: the proximate causes which oper-
ate at the individual and social network (primary-group and commu-
nity) levels and are shaped by the forms of capital that individuals and
groups possess, and the distal, often deeper causes, which are embed-
ded in large structures such as the institutional arrangements of the
state, firm, and labor market.

We do not assume that assimilation is a universal outcome, occur-
ring in a straight-line trajectory from the time of arrival to entry into
the middle class. The assumption of inevitability assumes away what
requires explanation. Assimilation, defined as the attenuation of dis-
tinctions based on ethnic origin, is not an inevitable outcome of adap-
tation by ethnic and racial minorities, as even a cursory reflection
on the extent and scope of ethnic conflict around the world would
suggest.

To the extent that assimilation occurs, it proceeds incrementally,
usually as an intergenerational process, stemming both from individu-
als’ purposive action and from the unintended consequences of their
workaday decisions. In the case of immigrants and their descendants
who may not intentionally seek to assimilate, the cumulative effect of
pragmatic decisions aimed at successful adaptation can give rise to
changes in behavior that nevertheless lead to eventual assimilation.
Assimilation occurs at different rates within different ethnic and ra-
cial groups, so that within the same ethnic group there is very consid-
erable variation in the extent of assimilation—as is clear, for example,
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in the sharp contrast between intermarried Jews and the residents of
socially encapsulated Hasidic communities.

Finally, we assume that no single causal mechanism explains immi-
grants’ adaptation to their host society; instead a variety of mecha-
nisms operating at different levels are involved. Similarly, the set of
mechanisms varies across ethnic and racial groups, sometimes involv-
ing more collectivist modes of accommodation (e.g., among Jews,
Japanese, Cubans, and Koreans) and sometimes more individualist
modes of adaptation (e.g., among Germans, Scandinavians, Italians,
and Filipinos). Moreover, for most ethnic groups a mix of collectivist
and individualist mechanisms contributes to shaping the trajectory of
adaptation, so that even while the modal experience is defined by the
purposive activity of individuals, this does not rule out the impor-
tance of collectivist efforts at the group level which help to secure op-
portunities for gain at the individual level.

Purposive action. Although individual and corporate actors typi-
cally meliorize, rather than maximize—that is, their choices are “in-
tendedly rational, but only limitedly so”58—their actions are pur-
posive in the sense that interest and incentives obviously matter. A
satisfactory theory of assimilation must, at the individual level, con-
ceptually incorporate agency stemming from purposive action and
self-interest and provide an account of the incentives and motivation
for assimilation.

Like all of us, immigrants and their descendants act in accordance
with mental models shaped by cultural beliefs that mold perceptions
of self-interest. They follow rule-of-thumb heuristics in solving prob-
lems, and make decisions in the face of uncertainty stemming from in-
complete information. Their choices are inevitably context-bound,
shaped not only by cultural beliefs but also by institutional con-
straints.

This is illustrated in the story of a Mexican laborer named Flores
who was interviewed by a New York Times correspondent along the
Mexico-Arizona border. That border is known to be the most danger-
ous point of entry for illegal migrants because it adjoins the vast Altar
Desert. Flores is described as a stout man with the coarse and stubby
fingers of someone who works the land. He had “heard of dozens of
stories about immigrants who had died from exposure to the heat and
cold” crossing the desert and readily “acknowledged that the journey
ahead might seem foolhardy.” Yet even without full information of
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the harsh conditions he would expose himself to, Flores planned to
risk his life to cross the desert on foot. The Times correspondent
writes that after stating his intention, “he talked about the needs of
his wife, and of their dreams for their three children, especially his
newest son, born just two weeks earlier. He said he was determined to
try. ‘Of course I am scared. . . . But it’s better to be scared and try to
make a better life for my family than to stay and watch them go hun-
gry.’”59 Shaped relationally, motivated by concern for his family as
opposed to his immediate self-interest, Flores’s choice is influenced
also by the more effective enforcement of immigration laws along the
California and Texas borders where immigrants have crossed in the
past. He weighs not only the risks of attempting to cross the desert but
also the probability of being caught by the border patrol should he try
crossing at another point where the terrain is less threatening but
more intensely monitored. But his information is incomplete, since
those who died in the crossing did not return to tell their stories, while
those who made it through and found jobs in Arizona report through
the grapevine that the desert is traversible and not so well monitored.

The sheer regularity of such context-bound choices is what renders
purposive action by individuals a potent causal mechanism. Although
they may not face the same life-and-death circumstances in their cal-
culation of risks as Flores, it is the aggregation of similar choices
by many thousands of Mexican peasants that gives rise to sustained
large-scale undocumented migration to the United States. These
choices are not well accounted for by the “thin” rationality assump-
tion of neoclassical economics, as they are embedded in the cultural
belief that a man ought to be willing to sacrifice for the well-being
of his family. The normative content of such cultural beliefs imparts
direction and purpose to the rational action of individuals.60 Like
Flores, the young Mexican people who cross the border at night and
experience the uncertain circumstances of underground lives as illegal
aliens in migrant labor camps have more than their own immediate
self-interest in mind, as reflected in the high volume of remittances
sent by undocumented migrants back to their families.61

In their adaptation to life in the United States, many descendants of
immigrants face choices in which the degrees of risk and of benefit are
similarly hard to gauge; it is also usually the case that these choices in-
volve long-term consequences that are unforeseeable. In contemplat-
ing the strategies best suited to improve their lives and those of their
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children, immigrants and the second generation weigh the risks and
potential benefits of “ethnic” strategies, dependent on opportunities
available through ethnic networks versus “mainstream” ones, which
involve the American educational system and the open labor market.
Often enough there may be little choice in these matters; when immi-
grants have little human and financial capital and/or they are undocu-
mented, they will usually be limited to jobs located through ethnic
networks and constrained to reside in ethnic areas. But others, where
possible, may try mixed strategies, built from ethnic and mainstream
elements, as when second-generation young adults obtain jobs
through family and ethnic networks while continuing their education,
thus leaving multiple options open.

Individuals striving for success in American society often do not see
themselves as assimilating. Yet the unintended consequences of practi-
cal strategies and actions undertaken in pursuit of familiar goals—a
good education, a good job, a nice place to live, interesting friends
and acquaintances, economic security—often result in specific forms
of assimilation. For example, it is not uncommon for first- and sec-
ond-generation parents to raise their children speaking only English,
or at least to avoid placing their children in bilingual educational set-
tings, in the belief that their chances for success in school will be im-
proved by their more complete mastery of the host language. This is
often true of families that instill aspirations for professional careers in
their children. As we will document in a later chapter, surprising num-
bers of second-generation Asian children speak only English at home,
which suggests that their families have adopted this strategy. For an-
other example, also explored more fully later on, the search for a
more desirable place to live—with good schools, safe streets, and
opportunities for children to grow up away from the seductions of de-
viant models of behavior—leads immigrant professionals and entre-
preneurs to move to the suburbs (if and when socioeconomic suc-
cess permits this), since residential amenities tend to be concentrated
there. One consequence, whether intended or not, is increased in-
teraction with families of other backgrounds; such contacts tend to
encourage acculturation, especially for the children. Human-capital
immigrants (i.e., professionals, managers, skilled workers and techni-
cians) optimize their investments in human capital through individu-
alist strategies that increase their children’s chances of entering into
mainstream society.
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Associated with acculturation are culturally codified notions of ap-
propriate behavior which, when learned, serve as cues to others as to
an individual’s level of cultural and social competence.62 Such compe-
tence contributes to reducing social distance by signaling behavioral
attributes that appear familiar and trustworthy. Physical differences
may persist, but their effect on perceived social distance attenuates as
cultural competence modulates social behavior in ways that highlight
shared understanding and cultural attributes. For employers, such
cues are a “market signal” providing a ready rule-of-thumb measure
of the individual’s cultural capital, especially with respect to the lin-
guistic and social competence needed to perform effectively in the
workplace.63 It is not surprising, given the emphasis on successful ad-
aptation common to immigrant families, that the second generation
strives to acculturate. Institutionalized incentives are such that re-
gardless of ethnicity, pragmatic individuals signal that they have the
cultural and social competence to compete and perform in schools,
the workplace, and other institutional contexts, especially when they
believe that they have a predictable chance of success in mainstream
institutions. The exploitation of opportunities often carries some
ramifications for further assimilation, even if unforeseen ones.

Network mechanisms. Network mechanisms are the social pro-
cesses that monitor and enforce norms within close-knit groups.
Strictly speaking, social networks and norms do not constitute causal
mechanisms insofar as they are concepts referring to elements of so-
cial structure—the relationship connecting two or more actors and
the informal rules governing the relationship—rather than to the so-
cial processes that give rise to and sustain cooperation.64 A more ana-
lytically tractable approach to understanding the causal properties of
networks and norms is to focus on the social exchange mechanisms
that enable actors to engage in joint action as a means to achieve col-
lective goals.65 In close-knit groups, the mechanisms are the social re-
wards and punishments.66 Observations showing how network mech-
anisms work to shape the performance of individuals in a close-knit
group can be found in William Foote Whyte’s Street Corner Society
(1943), a study of unemployed Italian American youths in Boston
during the Great Depression.67 Monitoring and enforcement of norms
occur spontaneously in the course of social interaction among mem-
bers of the group through the exchange of social approval for behav-
ior conforming to the group’s norms, and disapproval and ostracism
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for violating them.68 Robert Axelrod’s Evolution of Cooperation de-
velops a formal model showing in game-theoretic terms how the
mechanisms of reward and punishment operate to promote coopera-
tion in repeated exchanges.69 The model demonstrates that the net-
work mechanism conforms to the assumption of rational action, al-
beit within ongoing social exchange in which actors’ appraisal of
future interactions influences how they behave in the present. In other
words, actors are more likely to cooperate in ongoing relationships
than in one-shot transactions between strangers.

Norms are the informal rules that provide guidelines according to
which joint action in close-knit groups or social networks is sus-
tained. They arise from the problem-solving activity of individuals
striving to improve their chances for success through cooperation.
Members of a close-knit group or social network will informally en-
courage one another to engage in cooperative behavior by jointly en-
forcing its norms. Individuals cooperate because not only are their in-
terests linked to the success of the group but their identity is as well.70

No claim is made that the norms of close-knit groups operate to bene-
fit society as a whole. Indeed, the norms that benefit members may im-
poverish those outside a group—for example, the norm of solidarity
among a band of thieves and the norms of racial segregation in the
Jim Crow era in the South.

Network mechanisms in close-knit groups sustain norms that max-
imize the welfare of members of the group.71 Ethnic minorities often
exhibit many of the same qualities as close-knit groups in their capac-
ity to monitor and enforce norms of cooperation, especially evident
during periods of extreme societal hostility and social isolation.72 Wel-
fare maximization is seen in the central role of migrant networks in
initiating, sustaining, and expanding streams of labor migration link-
ing small communities in Mexico to destination points in California.73

It is seen in the norms of close-knit groups in the immigrant commu-
nity. Newly arrived immigrants turn to relatives, acquaintances, and
friends for direct assistance in meeting practical needs from the first
weeks following their arrival to establishing the sequence of jobs and
residences that form the basis of their long-term accommodation.74

The welfare-maximizing feature of norms in close-knit groups is as-
sumed in studies of ethnic economies showing extensive cooperation
to secure competitive advantages in markets.75 Studies of immigration
show that social networks lower the risks of international migration
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and increase the chances of success in making the transition to settled
lives in America. They support the view that network ties are a fungi-
ble form of social capital, providing an array of tangible kinds of as-
sistance, especially timely and accurate information about the avail-
ability of start-up jobs and places to live.

A study of Chinese in the Mississippi Delta illustrates the role of
network mechanisms in maximizing a group’s welfare and thereby its
assimilation.76 Chinese migrated to the delta in the 1870s in response
to white plantation owners’ effort to recruit an alternative supply of
cheap labor, thus weakening the bargaining power of black share-
croppers. Soon after their arrival, the Chinese left farming to estab-
lish grocery stores serving the black community, a niche shunned by
whites. In the institutional context of racial segregation under Jim
Crow, where the only racial categories were black or white, the Chi-
nese laborers were classified as black. As male sojourners, they lived
in the black community, in back of their grocery stores, and eventu-
ally a number of them married black wives or brought Chinese wives
to the delta region. In the early 1920s, by now affluent merchant fami-
lies sought admission for their children in white schools, which were
vastly superior to public schools for blacks, but these efforts were re-
buffed by the white community, anxious about establishing a prece-
dent that could weaken the norms and etiquette of racial segregation
by opening a way for others to cross the color line. In response to a le-
gal challenge, a decision by the state Supreme Court (subsequently
upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court) sustained the 1890 Mississippi
constitution, which stipulated that “separate schools shall be main-
tained for children of the white and colored races.”

After their legal setback, the close-knit Chinese American commu-
nity mobilized to demonstrate through their adoption of white social
norms and etiquette that they should not be treated as if they were
black—that is, to change the de facto racial definition of “Chinese.”
Social pressure was brought to bear on merchants with black wives to
leave them, and those who refused were ostracized from ethnic asso-
ciations and social events. The children of mixed Chinese–African
American marriages were also socially excluded from the Chinese
community to demonstrate that the Chinese accepted the white norm
against racial mixing. Eventually, the strategy succeeded. Despite de
jure segregation, Chinese American families moved into white resi-
dential neighborhoods and their children gained admission into white
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schools. When James Loewen did his field study in 1967, the Chinese
community of about 1,200 scattered across the small towns of the
Mississippi Delta region continued to enforce the norms of their col-
lectivist strategy of adaptation to the racial segregation of the Jim
Crow era. As one man remarked, “I tell my boy not to get in trouble
or foul up, or they won’t say ‘that boy,’ they say ‘that Chinese boy!’”
Or as another emphasized, “If some Chinese starts getting out of line,
the others of us would talk to him, straighten him out.”77

We see in this field study the workings of purposive action directed
at changing the definition of the situation (cognitive mechanisms) and
of network mechanisms in a close-knit group enforcing welfare-maxi-
mizing norms. In general, when discriminatory barriers block an indi-
vidualistic pattern of social mobility, assimilation, when it occurs, de-
pends on collectivist strategies.

Other ethnic groups have relied on collectivist strategies of assimi-
lation to a greater or lesser extent, even though the dominant pattern
of assimilation conforms to the individualistic mold. The experience
of the Mississippi Chinese is an exceptional case of collectivist assimi-
lation involving a close-knit community in the extreme circumstances
imposed by racial segregation in the South. More commonly, assimi-
lation occurs through a path-dependent process involving interaction
between collectivist and individualist modes of adaptation. For in-
stance, Irish Americans, in their effort to shed the stereotype of
“shanty Irish,” also socially distanced themselves from African Amer-
icans as a group strategy to gain acceptance from Anglo-Americans,
ostracizing those who intermarried with blacks. Likewise, assimilated
German Jews encouraged the acculturation of eastern European Jews
through their charitable activities in the immigrant neighborhoods of
New York City, lest the impoverished eastern European Jews blemish
the favorable image of the American Jewish community. More re-
cently, South Asians who settled in an agricultural town in northern
California evolved social norms encouraging selective acculturation
while discouraging social contact with local white youths who teased
and taunted the Punjabi youths.78 The Punjabi immigrants’ strategy,
according to the anthropologist Margaret Gibson, emphasized aca-
demic achievement in the public schools as a means to improve their
children’s chances for success, which they defined not locally but in
terms of the opportunity structures of the American mainstream.

The welfare-maximizing feature of a close-knit group renders net-
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work ties a form of capital, a fungible asset, which, like human or
financial capital, can be converted into material gain. Such social cap-
ital is generally accumulated as a by-product of ongoing social rela-
tionships, manifested in the buildup of good will and trust among
members of a group and among acquaintances who have cooperated
in the past.79 For immigrants, it consists of the webs of network ties
that they have accumulated over the course of the migration experi-
ence, starting with the strong ties of family, kinship, and friendship
and extending to the weak ties of acquaintanceship.

Forms of capital. The forms of capital brought by today’s immi-
grants differ significantly both within the same immigrant stream and
among ethnic groups. Exemplifying the former, immigration from
Mexico, though made up overwhelmingly of manual laborers from
rural towns and villages, also includes a large number of urban pro-
fessionals and technical workers. Moreover, Mexican immigration in-
cludes those from largely European ethnic origin, as well as migrants
from Indian and mestizo stock. And to further complicate matters,
a large proportion of Mexican migration includes undocumented
workers. At the same time, ethnic groups can be seen as broadly dif-
ferentiated from one another on the basis of the forms of capital they
typically tend to bring. At one end of the continuum are the East In-
dian, Korean, and Filipino immigrant groups, which include high pro-
portions of professionals and technical workers holding college or
postgraduate degrees. At the other end are the low-wage laborers
from Mexico who come generally with a primary school education.
Today’s immigrants also arrive with varying amounts of financial cap-
ital, which can be important in easing the transition to workaday
lives, as in the case of middle-class Korean immigrants who sell their
homes and assets before they emigrate. The financial capital they are
thus able to bring helps to explain the high rate of Korean small-busi-
ness ownership.80 By contrast to middle- and upper-middle-class im-
migrants, labor migrants commonly have no financial capital to speak
of. Those who have to borrow money to cover the cost of undocu-
mented immigration often unwittingly become trapped in a modern
form of indentured servitude, working for ethnic entrepreneurs who
exploit them as cheap labor. This diversity in forms of capital, as well
as in the racial and legal status of the contemporary immigration,
stands in contrast to the earlier era of mass immigration, which was
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primarily a labor migration of peasants with similar levels of educa-
tion arriving from Europe.81

Assimilation into the mainstream society is affected not just by the
social, financial, and human capital of immigrant families but also by
the ways individuals use these resources within and apart from the ex-
isting structure of ethnic networks and institutions. A forms-of-cap-
ital model, developed by Victor Nee and Jimy Sanders in a study of
Asian immigrants in Los Angeles, emphasizes the mix of family cap-
ital that immigrants bring with them as strongly influencing the de-
cisions they make in adapting to daily circumstances in the United
States and thus helps us to understand why patterns of adaptation
vary among groups. For example, three Asian immigrant groups have
in common a high percentage of professionals with educational cre-
dentials from their countries of origin. Members of the two English-
speaking groups—Filipinos and Indians—have found jobs in the
mainstream labor market, reside in mixed residential neighborhoods,
and have shown no special proclivity for self-employment or interest
in building an ethnic enclave economy. By contrast, Korean immi-
grants, who do not come from a culture where English is widely spo-
ken, optimize their human and financial capital by investing in small
businesses and developing an ethnic economy in which their native
cultural competence is advantageous. All three Asian groups appear
to be on pathways of assimilation insofar as their children accul-
turate, frequently go beyond secondary school to attend four-year col-
leges followed by professional and graduate schools, and often marry
outside the ethnic group. Although the proportion of professionals in
the other large immigrant streams may not be as high, the forms-of-
capital model predicts that immigrant professionals and their chil-
dren, whether Chinese or Mexican, are likely to have a similar pattern
of entry into the American mainstream.

Human capital is gained through education and work experience.
The concept is widely used in the social sciences, in part because it is
readily measured by years of schooling and work and is demonstrably
correlated to ultimate socioeconomic attainment. Notwithstanding,
cultural dimensions are often critical in shaping social mobility, as Pi-
erre Bourdieu has shown in his study of the French elite.82 Although
the concept of human capital can be expanded to include linguistic
competence, its definition does not encompass cultural tastes and ref-
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erences, as it is a concept that originated in economics to distinguish
skills embodied in workers from physical capital. This is why Bour-
dieu criticized the concept of human capital for being too narrowly
economic in its specification. While it might be useful in the study of
the French elite, however, his conception of cultural capital, which
emphasizes knowledge of high culture, has limited utility for the study
of immigrants. The concept of human-cultural capital can serve to in-
tegrate the two ideas in such a way that insights from both can be ex-
tended to the study of immigrant adaptation.

One implication of the forms-of-capital model is that it enables us
to offer an account of mechanisms of assimilation in which skin color
is not reified as an unyielding barrier to assimilation. To be sure, racial
differences have important effects; but skin color is not the only trait
by which immigrants and their children are evaluated. If it were, then
we would not have an explanation for the experience of East Indians,
whose skin color is often dark but who do not live in racially segre-
gated ghettos nor concentrate in enclave economies; instead they find
jobs mainly in the mainstream labor market and tend to reside in
mixed residential neighborhoods.83 Moreover, the second generation
appears to be on the pathway to assimilation insofar as U.S.-born
East Indians combine a native’s knowledge of the American main-
stream culture with the same human-cultural capital and even profes-
sional-managerial-technical occupational profile of the immigrant
generation.

A characteristic feature of professional immigration is its tendency
to be family-based. This is in part due to the original intent to immi-
grate, rather than to migrate as sojourners and transnationals (the lat-
ter is a variant of sojourning for businessmen and -women). Profes-
sional immigrants hope to reestablish their middle-class lifestyle by
building careers in the United States, whether as entrepreneurs or as
technical workers if they are unable to secure professional jobs in
their areas of training. The transfer of human-cultural capital from
the immigrant to the second generation is often the focal point of pa-
rental attention in the families of professional immigrants; for many,
this entails moving to suburban communities to secure a high-quality
education for their children and learning how to mix socially with
neighbors who are not of the same ethnic group.

By contrast, labor migrants, whether they come from Mexico,
Central America, or the Caribbean Basin, lack the same stock of hu-
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man-cultural and financial capital as immigrant professionals. Labor
migrants from Mexican villages and rural towns are often barely liter-
ate and arrive first as sojourning males. Over time, and after several
return visits to marry and establish a family in Mexico, most eventu-
ally settle in America as immigrants. The most valuable capital that
labor migrants possess is their stock of social capital, the network
ties that span the distance from their home villages and towns to their
destination point in the United States. The migration network sig-
nificantly reduces the risks of international migration for labor mi-
grants who rely on word of mouth for timely information about labor
market conditions, help in crossing the border, finding a first job, and
other practical aspects of workaday lives.84 Reliance on social capital,
however, gives rise to dependence on the ethnic community. In the
case of ethnic entrepreneurs, this is helpful to their small businesses
but does not necessarily limit their social world to the immigrant en-
clave, as is evident from the Korean entrepreneurs who move to the
suburbs though their stores are located in the central city. For Asian
immigrant laborers in Los Angeles, reliance on ethnic ties leads to
pathways of incorporation that are associated with low-wage, low-
skill labor, either in the ethnic economy or in the open economy.85

This in turn constrains opportunities for the second generation com-
pared to the children of immigrant professionals.

In analyzing the prospects for the children of low-wage labor mi-
grations, the forms-of-capital model does not emphasize the commu-
nity’s ability (or mobility) to shield their youth from exposure to the
influence of inner-city minority youth, as does the segmented assimi-
lation approach.86 Instead the focus is on the mechanisms within the
immigrant family that transfer human-cultural capital from one gen-
eration to another, and the consequence of low-wage labor on the
family’s ability to do so. Given the low level of formal education of
Mexican and Central American labor migrants, it is not surprising
that a smaller percentage of the Hispanic second generation com-
pared to other immigrant populations goes on beyond a high school
diploma. A high school education is already substantially more edu-
cation than that of the immigrant generation. A recent study shows
that Hispanic females drop out of high school at a higher rate than
any other ethnic group.87 It is not convincing to attribute the higher
dropout rate to the influence of domestic minority youth culture. In-
stead, the forms-of-capital approach asks whether immigrant parents
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with a primary school education from rural villages and towns and
who work at low-wage labor have the same human-cultural resources
as parents who graduated at least from high school. Path-dependent
transfer of human-cultural capital from the parents’ generation to the
second generation may offer a more credible interpretation of the rel-
atively low educational attainment of the children of labor migrants
from Central America.

In sum, the forms-of-capital model provides an empirically based
approach to understanding the different patterns of purposive adap-
tation. If we assume that an institutional environment ensuring pre-
dictable chances for assimilation into the mainstream is maintained, it
predicts that the descendants of immigrant minorities will assimilate
at varying rates depending on the mix of family capital that the immi-
grant generation brings. As with the general pattern of social mobility
in industrial societies, intergenerational mobility is likely to be most
constrained in the move from the bottom to the middle, and from the
middle to the top, of the stratification order.88 It is reasonable to as-
sume that a similar pattern of divergent outcomes will obtain for the
descendants of contemporary immigration as for native groups in in-
dustrial societies. Hence, many in the second generation are likely to
experience upward social mobility into the American socioeconomic
mainstream, while the children of immigrant professionals and entre-
preneurs may start there and, in fact, enjoy better life chances than
white Americans from less advantaged social origins. But other mem-
bers of the second generation may experience instead lateral or, at
best, short-distance mobility, thus remaining close in their socioeco-
nomic position to their immigrant parents. Children of low-wage la-
bor migration are likelier to experience downward mobility into the
urban minority underclass than children of human-capital migration
from the same ethnic group.89 This forecast of very unequal attain-
ments for the contemporary second generation suggests one reason
why many observers believe that assimilation is problematic for new
immigrant groups. But it should not be forgotten that divergent out-
comes were apparent also among the children of European immi-
grants, many of whom entered the urban working class.90

Institutional mechanisms. Although we began by specifying the
proximate mechanisms, our theory of assimilation turns on the struc-
ture of incentives embedded in the institutional environment. This is
because the same proximate mechanisms can also account for segre-
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gating behavior given different institutionalized incentives. For in-
stance, it is well known that some structures of opportunity readily
accessible to poor immigrants and minorities are illicit, from the or-
ganized criminality of a mafia to the street corner opportunities of
minority youth gangs. Oppositional norms, a feature of a reactive
subculture formed in defiance of perceived rejection by mainstream
authorities (such as teachers), contribute to maintaining the level of
solidarity critical to group success. Viewed from the perspective of the
mainstream, oppositional norms have a negative effect, insofar as
they are associated with social behavior that opposes mainstream val-
ues and hence reinforces negative stereotypes. But from the viewpoint
of members of the close-knit group of youths, conformity with oppo-
sition norms is boundedly rational because it contributes to the sur-
vival and success of the group and its members. Examples of ethnic
groups in which purposive action and network mechanisms give rise
to segregating rather than blending behavior are numerous in studies
of immigrant adaptation.

The pre–World War II Japanese American ethnic economy provides
a useful case study.91 Japanese immigration to the West Coast fol-
lowed in the wake of the anti-Chinese movement that culminated in
the legal exclusion of Chinese laborers in 1882. As the Chinese re-
turned to China or moved away from the western states to the East
and South, white farmers in California turned to Japanese immigrants
for a source of agricultural labor. Soon after their arrival, the Japanese
shifted rapidly out of agricultural labor into self-employment. The
Japanese laborers, despite their better education, confronted a society
deeply hostile to Asian immigrants. Like the Chinese in the Missis-
sippi Delta, the close-knit Japanese immigrant community evolved
pragmatic welfare-maximizing norms that promoted a high level of
internal solidarity and cooperation in the ethnic economy they built
around truck farming and commerce. Ethnic solidarity was mani-
fested in a variety of institutional arrangements, from the tanomoshi,
or rotating-credit associations providing start-up capital for small
businesses, to patron-client relations between employer and employee
wherein workers perceived their interests to be bound up with that
of the enterprise. This helped Japanese immigrant farmers and mer-
chants to build a vertically integrated ethnic economy, enabling them
to compete effectively for market share and control against larger
white-owned farms. This economy supported a sizable yet socially co-

Assimilation Theory, Old and New • 51

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



hesive community featuring a diversified occupational structure that
was ethnically bounded: ethnic networks controlled opportunity and
mobility within the Japanese enclave economy. The ethnic economy
provided jobs for the nisei, or second generation, who even with a col-
lege education could not find employment in the open economy be-
cause of racial discrimination. Dependence on the ethnic economy
contributed to a high level of cooperation in the Japanese community,
evidenced by the use of network mechanisms “to distribute resources
efficiently and to control internal competition.”92 The result was a
highly specialized Japanese American economy which was culturally
distinct and socially isolated, but which produced goods for the soci-
ety as a whole. The Japanese enclave economy soon established a
dominant niche in the produce market by virtue of its competitive ad-
vantage.93

But white farmers quickly came to view the Japanese ethnic econ-
omy as a serious competitive threat to their livelihood. They re-
sponded accordingly, mobilizing public opinion against Japanese im-
migrants in order to eliminate competition by means of legal
restrictions on property ownership and on further Japanese immigra-
tion. An institutionally embedded causal dynamic developed in which
the Japanese collectivist pattern of adaptation incited fierce white hos-
tility, which in turn reinforced norms strengthening ethnic solidarity
among Japanese Americans and heightened their dependence on the
ethnic economy. On the eve of the Pacific war, Japanese Americans
were among the most socially isolated ethnic groups in America. The
structure of opportunity and incentives for the second generation was
nearly entirely bounded within the ethnic economy by virtue of their
exclusion from the mainstream. It was only after the demise of the
ethnic economy, undermined by the internment of Japanese Ameri-
cans during World War II, that the causal dynamic reinforcing racial
segregation was finally broken. During the postwar era, Japanese
Americans assimilated rapidly according to the individualistic pat-
tern, following the ensuing decline of societal hostility, shifts in the oc-
cupational structure stemming from sustained economic growth, and
the institutional changes arising from the civil rights movement.

Institutional mechanisms constitute the deeper causes insofar as
they determine whether the proximate mechanisms—purposive ac-
tion and network mechanisms—advance blending or segregating pro-
cesses. Earlier we implicitly discussed institutional mechanisms by
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pointing to the importance of institutionalized incentives in shaping
purposive action. Whether this is viewed as a micro-macro link or
as an agency-structure relationship,94 purposive action by individuals
and within close-knit groups cannot be understood apart from the in-
stitutional framework within which incentives are structured. This is
the essence of the idea of context-bound rationality. The hallmark of
the new institutionalist approach is a cheek-by-jowl relationship be-
tween the purposive action of individuals and the informal (i.e., net-
works and norms) and formal (i.e., rules and laws) constraints.95

The striking feature of the institutional environment of advanced
industrial societies such as the United States is not so much the vari-
ability of localities and regions, but the extent to which there is homo-
geneity in the enforcement of laws and regulations of the federal gov-
ernment. For instance, the rules governing personal and corporate
income tax are invariant despite state and regional differences in eco-
nomic conditions. Federal laws and regulations extend the power of
the central state uniformly despite variability in local and regional
customary practices. Variations in local institutional contexts may
limit the effectiveness of monitoring and enforcement, but they do not
occasion different federal rules. The vastly expanded reach of central-
ized authority in modern societies highlights the importance of the in-
stitutional mechanisms at the command of the state. The state is the
sovereign actor in specifying the framework that sets the underlying
rules for competition and cooperation in a society. It is the ultimate
source of coercion in its geographic area. It has the powers of taxation
to mobilize resources in order to achieve its objectives, to redistribute
wealth and income by enacting laws and regulations, and to create
wealth by devising and enforcing property rights. It has the capacity
to enact and enforce laws and carry out institutional changes in order
to secure public goods (e.g., defense, environmental protection, civil
rights) and to respond to changing relative prices (e.g., through in-
terest rates, minimum wage, money supply). Thus the institutional
mechanisms of monitoring and enforcement of formal rules of the
state organizations constitute a potent causal force. “The costs to the
individual of opposing the coercive forces of the state have tradition-
ally resulted in apathy and acceptance of the state’s rules,” argues the
economic historian Douglass North, “no matter how oppressive.”96

Viewed from the vantage point of institutional mechanisms, the dif-
ferent experiences of the descendants of European and nonwhite im-
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migrants to the United States are readily explained. Despite a history
of nativism and discrimination directed against southern and east-
ern European immigrants and their descendants, their constitutional
rights provided basic legal safeguards that kept channels of mobility
open. By contrast, for nonwhite minorities prior to World War II, the
formal rules of the game and their enforcement, from immigration
laws to legal rights, forcefully bolstered the informal constraints—the
norms and etiquette of the color line—excluding them from civil soci-
ety. For example, Asian immigrants were ineligible for citizenship (un-
til the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952), and faced many discriminatory
local and regional laws that restricted their property rights and civil
liberties, while informal racism blocked the chances of mobility into
the economic and social mainstream for the second generation. It re-
quired institutional change directed at extending formal rights and
their enforcement to racial minorities before assimilation was a possi-
bility, despite the preference of native-born Asian Americans to join
the mainstream as evidenced by their high level of acculturation al-
ready apparent in the pre–World War II era.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to review the history of post–
World War II institutional change culminating in the extension of fun-
damental constitutional rights to racial minorities. Suffice it to say, in
the post–civil rights era, the institutional mechanisms for monitoring
and enforcing federal rules have increased the cost of discrimination
in nontrivial ways. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 allows the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) the right to in-
tervene in private bias lawsuits when it deems that the case is of “gen-
eral public importance.” A follow-up law, the Civil Rights Act of
1991, allows victims of bias to collect up to $300,000 in compensa-
tory and punitive damages. Although enforcement of Title VII has
been inconsistent under different administrations, corporations and
nonprofit firms have become more attentive in observing its guide-
lines, with increasing numbers of firms offering diversity and multi-
cultural training workshops for managers and employees and insti-
tuting company rules against racial and gender discrimination. This
stems from technical improvements in the monitoring of firm behav-
ior by agencies of the federal government. EEOC’s district offices now
routinely collect data on the pay and promotion practices of large or-
ganizations and analyze them to discern patterns of discrimination.
The government has sought to demonstrate a credible commitment to
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enforcement of Title VII. In 1997 the landmark federal discrimination
case against Texaco resulted in well-publicized threats of boycott,
damage to the firm’s reputation, and a costly $175 million settlement
to minority employees. It also compelled Texaco to implement exten-
sive organizational changes aimed at eliminating racial discrimination
in hiring, promotion, and the workaday organizational environment.
Similarly, the 1999 federal discrimination case filed by black employ-
ees at Coca-Cola was resolved at a cost of $192 million dollars to the
firm. In a gesture of commitment to change the corporate culture,
Coca-Cola’s management agreed to an external oversight structure to
monitor progress in eliminating bias in all areas of the firm’s opera-
tion. These landmark settlements of federal discrimination lawsuits
have rendered the cost of discrimination more transparent for corpo-
rations and nonprofit organizations.97 They also provide the federal
government with useful case histories and lessons in dealing with dis-
crimination lawsuits. Recent federal cases, such as the one filed by
black employees against the large defense contractor Lockheed Mar-
tin, contribute to increased attentiveness to Title VII guidelines in cor-
porate America.

In light of the credible commitment to enforcement of Title VII,
firms may be more reluctant to hire minority workers since it is more
difficult to prove discrimination at the point of hiring than after mi-
norities are in the firm. This may reinforce a preference to employ im-
migrant workers whom employers believe are more acquiescent and
less likely to cause trouble.98 It also contributes to fierce partisanship
in national elections as political parties vie for control over the moni-
toring and enforcement of federal rules. Nonetheless, firms do enforce
rules against discrimination, not only owing to more effective exter-
nal monitoring, but also because an increasingly diverse labor force
creates positive incentives for management to evolve norms in the
workplace that promote a climate of racial tolerance and avoid costly
ethnic conflict and tensions. Microsoft, among the largest American
corporations, maintains a “zero tolerance” rule against discrimina-
tion. With 22 percent of the company’s employees nonwhite, corpo-
rate performance is dependent on a high level of cooperation among
employees regardless of race.

It might be argued that we overstate the importance of institutional
changes for assimilation and that what is more important is economic
development since the end of World War II, which has resulted in the
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concomitant transformation of the American occupational structure
and expansion of higher education to train the cadre of professionals
and technical workers needed by advanced capitalism. Economic de-
velopment is certainly important, but one should note that an earlier
period of sustained economic growth sparked by the industrial revo-
lution of the nineteenth century led to a radically different outcome.
This earlier era paralleled the imposition through violence and legisla-
tion of the racial segregation in the South under Jim Crow laws, segre-
gation of blacks in central cities in the North, virulent anti-Asian
movements directed at exclusion and segregation in the West, and
nativist mobilization against immigrants and their descendants from
southern and eastern Europe. Hence, modern economic development
in itself is not a sufficient cause of assimilation.

Notwithstanding, economic growth can be viewed as a necessary
condition for assimilation on a wide scale. In combination with the
institutional changes we have described, growth can make an impor-
tant difference in motivating shifts out of ethnic enclaves into main-
stream America, as we detail in Chapter 3. Moreover, there is another
aspect of growth that can be considered propitious for entry into the
mainstream by some previously excluded groups: it has been asso-
ciated throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the
development of new economic sectors and new occupations. At the
dawn of the twenty-first century, the obvious—but hardly the sole—
example is the so-called new economy associated with electronics and
the computer industry. The significance of such new economic do-
mains is that they create “space” for economic and social mobility
that is outside the complete control of established elites. Granted,
these elites are hardly irrelevant for the way new domains develop:
Bill Gates, after all, is the son of a Seattle banker, and his family’s con-
nections originally helped him to sell Microsoft’s operating system to
IBM and thus contributed directly to his firm’s dominance. Neverthe-
less, institutional changes and their enforcement have extended equal
rights in asset ownership to racial minorities, which were denied be-
fore World War II. Consequently, of the entrepreneurs in Silicon Val-
ley, a large proportion come from new immigrant groups (25 percent
are Chinese and Indian immigrants), testifying both to the openings
the new economy affords for the creation of new elites and to the ef-
fectiveness of institutional mechanisms in the post–civil rights era in
enforcing the property rights of immigrant entrepreneurs.
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But the more important institutional changes are those that have
not only increased the cost of discrimination but also led to changes in
values. One of these is the remarkable decline in the viability of racist
ideologies since the end of World War II. This is evident in the shift
from the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century emphasis on the
value of racial homogeneity, as in the white supremacist vision of
America, to an institutionalized consensus on the value of diversity.
An impressive body of survey evidence shows that many Americans
have embraced the principle of racial equality, even if they are also
ambivalent about positive policies, such as affirmative action, in-
tended to bring about equality as a matter of fact. An examination of
more than half a century of survey data demonstrates unequivocally
that the belief in racial separation endorsed by a majority of white
Americans as late as the 1940s has been steadily eroded. In the early
1940s, only a third of whites believed that “white students and black
students should go to the same schools.” By 1965 the percentage had
risen to 70 percent, and by the early 1980s it had attained 90 per-
cent.99 Other changes were not so dramatic, but they were large in
scale and occurred in the same direction. But we must note also that
whites have been much more reluctant to accept many state interven-
tions to enforce racial equality, especially where these might interfere
with what they see as their own rights. Thus, the fraction of whites
willing to support a communitywide “open housing” law that would
prevent racial discrimination by individuals selling their own homes
changed little during the 1970s and 1980s and remained at less than a
majority.100

While the ideological shift has not ended racial prejudice and racist
practice, it has changed their character. They are more covert and
subterranean; and racism as belief has lost its public legitimacy and
can no longer be advocated in public without sanction. Today, many
white Americans are anxious to demonstrate that they are not racists.

Implications for the New Immigration
We have argued that institutional mechanisms extending civil rights
to minorities and women have increased the cost of discrimination in
nontrivial ways in American society. Despite this, a wealth of research
in the social sciences has documented the persistent effect of racism in
limiting the life chances of minorities, especially African Americans.
Clearly, implementing formal rules is not tantamount to effectively re-
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alizing the rules’ intent. Whether in government-led efforts to safe-
guard the civil rights of minorities by outlawing discrimination, or in
the attempts in post-communist societies to construct market econo-
mies by means of drastically altering property rights, changing the
formal rules of the game at best incrementally results in path-depen-
dent change. This is because the legacy of past practices, vested inter-
ests, and custom imposes a powerful constraint limiting efforts to
implement institutional change. In some cases the rules become too
costly to enforce effectively owing to the strength of persistent racism,
or prove so unpopular that informal opposition gives rise to political
efforts to overturn them.101

Despite persistent racism and unevenness in enforcement under dif-
ferent administrations, in the post–civil rights era a watershed change
has taken place in the institutional environment. Immigrant minori-
ties other than African Americans have derived considerably more
benefit from institutional change, in part because their relationship to
the mainstream is much less burdened by the legacies of the historic
norms and etiquette governing race relations. The examples of the
Asian American groups offer the most compelling testimony in this
respect. Stigmatized by racism throughout the first half of the twenti-
eth century, barred by law from immigration and from naturalization,
confined residentially to ghettos and prevented by some state laws
from intermarrying, they are now widely admired as “model minori-
ties” who enjoy higher average incomes than white Americans and
not infrequently attain extraordinary academic success, reflected in
their visible presence on elite campuses from the Ivy League to Stan-
ford. The Asian American story is not a uniformly positive one about
the openness of American society, for there is still racism directed
against Asian Americans, who suffer from glass ceilings in many
American companies and are subjected occasionally to racist violence.
But acknowledging that racism still exists should not blind us to the
profound nature of the changes that have occurred.

The stories of other immigrant minorities are less compelling at first
glance, though this does not mean that they are not also affected
by institutional change. As a rule, the groups immigrating from the
Americas (other than Canada) bring lower levels of human-cultural
capital than do Asian immigrants, and they are therefore less able to
make conspicuous use of openings in the mainstream. In addition,
their opportunities are affected by complications of race. Hispanics
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are a racially diverse population: about half self-classify on the U.S.
Census as “white,” while some describe themselves as “black.” Many
of the remaining, who fit in the “other” racial category, presumably
have an appearance reflecting an indigenous heritage. In general,
black immigrants, whether from Latin America, the Caribbean, or Af-
rica, and their children face racial barriers similar to those confront-
ing African Americans.102 And social scientists have not yet assembled
the evidence to address this issue systematically for Hispanics who are
neither white nor black.

The ultimate point is that race in American society, while it has not
really lost its bedrock importance, has become much more complex
and differentiated as a result of institutional changes. It has become
more permeable, especially to immigrants and their children who are
outside the troubled arena of black-white relations. Consequently, for
at least part of the contemporary immigration, the proximate mecha-
nisms that we identified earlier in the chapter as promoting assimila-
tory steps apply.

Assimilation and Boundaries

A key to assimilation, as we have defined it, is boundary spanning and
altering. A social boundary is, in effect, a categorical distinction that
members of a society recognize in their quotidian activities and that
affects their mental orientations and actions toward one another.
Such fundamental aspects of interaction as whether one individual ex-
tends even a modicum of trust toward another person casually en-
countered are determined by social boundaries.103 These boundaries
are almost always associated with numerous concrete social and cul-
tural differences between groups, such as the occupational and resi-
dential differences between whites and blacks that contribute to each
group’s ignorance about the actual life conditions of the other.

Our theory of assimilation specifies a repertoire of proximate and
distal mechanisms. The theory explains why assimilation is likely to
remain a central social process in the adaptation of immigrants and
their descendants and why it will encompass divergent outcomes in
American society. It indicates that institutional mechanisms enforcing
equal rights, in combination with the forms of capital immigrants
bring with them, open the way for assimilation of ethnic minorities by
providing predictability in the chances of success for those who try.
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But it does not specifically address how ethnic boundaries change. In
fact, relatively little is understood in the social sciences about the dy-
namics of social boundaries. Population ecology argues that competi-
tion gives rise to segregating processes, which reinforce ethnic bound-
aries; but it does not analyze what promotes blending processes that
weaken boundaries.104 When competition between ethnic groups in-
volves split labor markets, in which a minority group offers to sell its
products or labor for less than the going price, the sociologist Edna
Bonacich argues that the majority group responds by seeking to ex-
clude the source of competition, whether through legislation or
through violence.105 An example is the Chinese Exclusion Acts and the
segregation of Chinese in racial ghettos in the late nineteenth century.
Competition between ethnic groups, especially when ethnic markers
confer differential treatment, generates ethnic conflict and hardens
boundaries. Against this, the well-known integrative features of mar-
kets can operate to sustain blending processes, a view of markets em-
phasized by Max Weber.106 It is common, however, for both blending
and segregating processes to occur simultaneously in large urban mar-
kets where immigrants concentrate, because contemporary urban
centers have both bounded ethnic markets and open markets. A study
of labor markets in Los Angeles highlights the growth of a “mixed
economy,” with immigrant workers appearing to move with relative
ease across social boundaries of the ethnic and mainstream labor mar-
kets in the course of job changes.107 Overall, we may conclude that
blending tends to occur to the extent that competition for scarce re-
sources based on principles of ethnic identity attenuates, and competi-
tion instead is perceived as involving individuals rather than ethnic
groups.

It is useful to distinguish among three boundary-related pro-
cesses: boundary crossing, boundary blurring, and boundary shift-
ing.108 These are ideal types, we want to underscore, and are hard to
operationalize in a precise way. Boundary crossing corresponds to the
classic version of individual-level assimilation: someone moves from
one group to another without any real change to the boundary itself
(although if such boundary crossings happen on a large scale and in a
consistent direction, the social structure is altered). Boundary blurring
implies that the social profile of a boundary has become less distinct,
and the clarity of the social distinction involved has become clouded.
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This sort of change is invoked by many recent discussions of racial
mixture, a consequence of the increasing occurrence of interracial
marriage; many commentators seem to envision the mixed-race popu-
lation as constituting an interstitial social grouping, one that creates a
new racial/ethnic zone and begins to break down the rigidities of ra-
cial division.109 The final process, boundary shifting, involves the relo-
cation of a boundary so that populations once situated on one side are
now included on the other: former outsiders are thereby transformed
into insiders.

The assimilation of immigrant groups of prior eras has involved all
of these processes, as we will discuss in the next chapter. At this mo-
ment in history, the first two are the ones that are relevant to new im-
migrant groups. Boundary crossings, undoubtedly in both directions,
have occurred continuously throughout American history and are
consistent with the conception of assimilation as Anglo-conformity.
They are exemplified by the members of racial and immigrant minori-
ties who pass as members of the majority by changing their names and
taking on its habits of speech, dress, and behavior. The ability to pass
also presumes a physical appearance that is not identified with minor-
ity status; cosmetic surgery has been used sometimes to achieve this.110

Boundary crossing can occur as an intergenerational process when in-
termarriage in one generation produces individuals in the next whose
social appearance is indistinguishable from majority group members
of the same social class and region.

Boundary crossing need not alter a stable order of ethnic stratifica-
tion, but boundary blurring, which changes the character of a bound-
ary, usually does. The concept, described by Aristide Zolberg and
Long Litt Woon, is illustrated well by the family cultures in the in-
creasing number of American extended families that include couples
married across the major religious boundaries. All the evidence shows
that many of these families recognize both of the religions involved.
Thus, Protestants may attend midnight Mass on Christmas Eve with
their Catholic relatives, and in Christian-Jewish families it is common
to celebrate both Christmas and Passover.111 While the boundaries
have not disappeared, and the individuals involved usually identify
with a single religious affiliation (as we know from abundant survey
data), they also participate in some of the rituals of another religion,
know much more about it, and grant it greater validity than adherents
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of their religion would have done in the past. In some cases they may
even view themselves, or be viewed by others, as members of both re-
ligions. This is the ultimate form of boundary blurring.

How does boundary blurring come about? Contact between groups
is not enough. Stable, ongoing, and even vital social relationships are
routinely maintained across boundaries without diminishing ethnic
distinctions. Especially when ethnic markers assign differences in
treatment, whether preferential or discriminatory, distinctions based
on ethnic identity can persist despite cross-ethnic social relationships
and interdependence.112 Social psychologists and population ecolo-
gists have observed that increasing contact (e.g., competition) can
even produce a heightened sense of difference between groups.

The key, we believe, lies in the sustained equal-status contact be-
tween the members of different groups that is produced on a substan-
tial scale by the socioeconomic and residential opportunities avail-
able to many members of the new groups—supported by institutional
mechanisms enforcing equal rights. These bring the new groups into
contexts where members of the majority population are numerous or
predominant. For example, an unheralded development associated
with the new immigration is the widespread decline of the exclusively
Anglo residential neighborhood, even in the suburban pastures that
were once the preserve of middle-class whites. Although the effective-
ness of monitoring and enforcement of rules—institutional mecha-
nisms—outlawing racial discrimination in the real estate business has
been debated, the evidence of increased heterogeneity in suburban
neighborhoods nonetheless suggests that discrimination in the hous-
ing market has declined. By 1990, in the fifty largest U.S. metropoli-
tan regions, nine of ten suburban tracts included a noticeable propor-
tion (defined as at least 2 percent of residents) of nonwhites and
Hispanics in their population.113 Two-thirds had a minority popula-
tion of at least 5 percent. Both fractions were sharply higher than two
decades earlier, largely as a consequence of immigration. By 2000, the
average suburban white in the United States lived in a census tract
where one of every six neighbors was Hispanic or nonwhite.114 These
data indicate that most whites now encounter a new racial and ethnic
diversity in their proximity, when they shop or attend PTA meetings,
or even when they walk down their street. And the fact that minori-
ties have percolated so thoroughly throughout the residential mix
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means that whites have difficulty moving entirely away from diversity
(though, admittedly, they can lessen their exposure to it).

As such interactions proceed on a substantial scale, boundaries can
indeed become blurred. Individuals on either side of a boundary can
see that the differences between them are less than they previously
thought.115 Over significant periods of time, the social categories that
distinguish the sides can become less and less relevant, as Shibutani
and Kwan have emphasized. A critical point for contemporary immi-
gration is that this can happen for some members of a group but not
others, just as some members of immigrant groups reside in ethnically
integrated settings while others are found in enclaves.

If the processes of intergroup contact take the pathway that leads to
boundary blurring, one cannot rule out in the long run that even per-
ceptions of physical difference—that is, of a racial distinction—will
change. As we discuss in more detail later, some of the major Euro-
pean immigrant groups—the Irish, Italians, and Jews are the best-doc-
umented cases—were viewed as racially different from native-born
whites at some point; their eventual achievement of white racial status
was not just a matter of relabeling the same populations, though this
is hardly a simple shift. But, in fact, the perceptions of, and social val-
ues attached to, different physical features changed over time; stan-
dards of beauty stretched. In the past, cosmetic surgery was used as a
device of assimilation, to make minority individuals look more like
the ethnic majority to which they desired to gain entry, as when Jews
had their noses altered to make them smaller and more like those of
WASPs. But the heyday of the “nose job” is past. In the interim, the
“ethnic look” has become an acceptable form of beauty.116

Our approach to rethinking assimilation extends and revises the con-
ceptual foundation laid down during the twentieth century, in order
to meet the challenges of understanding a new era of immigration in
which movement across borders appears to have become a perma-
nent condition of modern life. Since the early days of the Chicago
School, assimilation has evolved as a primary concept for understand-
ing and interpreting the adaptation of immigrants and their descen-
dants. Robert E. Park’s “race relations cycle” of “contact, competi-
tion, accommodation and eventual assimilation” represented an early
effort to analyze the large-scale human migrations of the nineteenth
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and early twentieth centuries. Researchers at the University of Chi-
cago applied this race relations cycle to empirical studies of new eth-
nic and racial communities that grew out of the mass migrations to
the city. The intellectual stamp of the Chicago School proved to have
a long-standing influence on subsequent sociological research on eth-
nicity. Warner and Srole’s study of ethnic groups in Yankee City
seemed to confirm Park’s optimistic prognosis of eventual assimila-
tion. In the postwar study of ethnic and racial groups, the canonical
synthesis was provided by Gordon’s formulation of a multidimen-
sional set of indicators. These opened the way conceptually for the
application of quantitative methods to the study of assimilation, even
as a lack of specification of causal mechanisms strengthened the im-
pression that assimilation would be a universal outcome. Shibutani
and Kwan’s attempt to revive the Chicago School tradition identified
anomalous findings showing that assimilation was not an inevitable
outcome of intergroup contact. Competition between ethnic groups
could also result in genocide, and ethnic stratification orders subordi-
nating racial minorities can remain indefinitely in stable equilibrium.
Their synthesis emphasizes that ethnic stratification orders are em-
bedded in informal constraints—stereotypes, customs, norms—that
are resilient to change because they arise from cognitive mechanisms
which are fundamental to how humans conduct social life outside
their immediate primary group. They argued that because of the sta-
bility of such local stratification orders, change must be exogenous,
stemming from institutional processes at the macroscopic or ecologi-
cal level.

Our rethinking is intended to remedy the now visible deficiencies in
earlier conceptions. One was the ethnocentrism that was sometimes
explicit and sometimes implicit in the notion that assimilatory change
was almost exclusively one-directional, that the minority changed to
make itself more like the majority, whose role was limited to accept-
ing or rejecting the minority “petitioning” to be allowed into the
mainstream. This blinkered vision of the assimilation process over-
looked the historical reality that the majority changes too, and that
the American mainstream has been continually reshaped by the incor-
poration of new groups. This historical reality is mirrored today in
the view that American society increasingly reflects a composite cul-
ture made up of diverse ethnic elements. We find this debatable as a
statement about the contemporary era compared to the past (for ex-
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ample, the level of everyday use of languages other than English may
have been higher in the past than it is today). Insofar as it expresses
something valid, it is that Americans today are more self-conscious
about their cultural borrowings and more comfortable with cultural
syncretism. This is not inconsistent with assimilation as we under-
stand that concept.

Another problem in earlier conceptions was that they lent them-
selves too easily to the view that assimilation was inevitable. Critics of
assimilation theory have correctly pointed out that there are other
patterns of incorporation into American society—that some groups
are incorporated as racialized minorities, as happened to the Chinese
and Japanese during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and
happens now to black Caribbean immigrants; while other groups or
parts of them are able to sustain a pluralistic pattern, maintaining dis-
tinct communities and cultures that organize the lives of those who re-
main in the ethnic matrix, as exemplified by the Amish or white ethnic
communities. These patterns are hardly absent from the American
past, but many argue that they will have even greater relevance to
contemporary immigrant groups because most immigrants now come
from outside of Europe and because transnationalism and racialized
enclaves provide reinvigorated incentives to maintain ethnic affilia-
tions.

Ironically, perhaps, these arguments were even more applicable to
American society prior to World War II, when the formal rules but-
tressing racial separatism reinforced the color line between whites
and nonwhites. Following World War II, far-reaching institutional
changes opened the way for predictable chances of social mobility
for ethnic and racial minorities into the American mainstream which
were not possible before changes in the formal rules and ideology. It is
our contention that, consequently, the assimilation pattern will prove
to be an important pathway for many descendants of the post-1965
immigration. The theory outlined in this chapter addresses the need to
explain why immigrants and their descendants seek to assimilate, or
so frequently end up assimilating as an unintended consequence of
their pursuit of other goals. Unlike the earlier literature on assimila-
tion, the theory does not assume that assimilation is inevitable, nor
for that matter do we assume it is even irreversible. Instead we view
assimilation as a contingent outcome stemming from the cumulative
effect of individual choices and collective action in close-knit groups,
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occurring at different rates both within and across ethnic groups. As-
similation is brought about by a repertoire of causal mechanisms, the
precise mix of proximate ones varying considerably across groups.
For some groups, especially human-capital immigrants, assimilation
is shaped mainly by individualistic adaptation conforming to a
“straight-line” or perhaps “bumpy-line” intergenerational pattern.
Others—traditional labor migrants with a low stock of human and
financial capital in particular—follow a collectivist pattern in which
network mechanisms shape the trajectory of adaptation. Such groups
also include middlemen minorities who adapt through reliance on
ethnic solidarity to achieve economic security and success, and then
employ their resources through collective action to fight barriers to
entry and gain acceptance in mainstream institutions. Various combi-
nations of individualistic and collectivist adaptation emerge through
the mix of purposive action of individuals and reliance on network
mechanisms of close-knit groups. Our theory of assimilation turns on
distal causes stemming from the institutional mechanisms of monitor-
ing and enforcement that structure incentives in the institutional en-
vironment. These are the deeper causes insofar as they determine
whether the purposive action of individuals and network mechanisms
result in blending or segregating behavior on the part of both majority
and minority groups.

The test of a theory lies in the power of its application to empirical
reality, in the reach of its ability to organize and give interpretive co-
herence to otherwise disparate facts. We turn now to this sort of test,
beginning with the story of the assimilation of the descendants of Eu-
ropean and East Asian immigrants, the foundation for the canonical
account.
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• C H A P T E R T H R E E •

Assimilation in Practice:
The Europeans and East Asians

Assimilation is viewed today as having dubious relevance for contem-
porary immigrant groups. Yet there is abundant evidence that it has
been a process of major import, the master trend, in fact, among the
descendants of immigrants from Europe and of earlier immigrants
from East Asia. There is an element of paradox here, for what was the
usual or normal pattern among earlier immigrant groups, who suf-
fered grievously at times from nativism, is said not to be characteristic
(or desirable) for the new immigration, in a period when nativism has
been mild by historical standards. But this view should not be too
readily accepted. Before one can assess the prospects of assimilation
for new immigrant groups, one needs to examine in depth the emer-
gence of assimilation as a widespread pattern among previous ones.
Only then can the elements of continuity and disjuncture between the
experiences of past immigrant groups and those of the present day be
fairly evaluated.

Behind the skepticism about the relevance of assimilation for new
immigrant groups, there is frequently a mythic conception of its
course among earlier groups: that assimilation was unproblematic for
European immigrants in particular because they were white and de-
sired to be accepted by the mainstream society, and because oppor-
tunities for mobility, the siren call to assimilation, were abundant.
Yet even a glance at the history of various earlier immigrant groups
should convince us that this picture is too simplistic. At equivalent
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points in their history, assimilation was far from taken for granted as
a prevalent outcome; indeed, it appeared not just problematic but, to
the pessimistic, even outside the realm of possibility.

For one thing, the willingness of immigrants and their progeny to
assimilate could not be presumed. While undoubtedly that willingness
varied considerably from individual to individual and group to group,
there is ample evidence to show that many earlier immigrants fre-
quently did not want or expect their children and grandchildren to as-
similate and, in their eyes, thus disappear into American society. Dur-
ing their early decades in the United States, some groups, such as the
southern Italians, kept a distance between their families and agencies
of Americanization, such as the schools, in part because their goals
were still focused on returning to their home villages; a small percent-
age of early-twentieth-century Italian immigrants went so far as to
keep their children out of American schools altogether, while many
others withdrew them from school as soon as the law allowed and
sent them to work.1 For another, it is clear that native-born Americans
frequently rejected even European immigrants and their children as
inferior, even racially so, and ultimately unassimilable. Irish Catho-
lics, eastern European Jews, southern Italians, and other immigrants
from southern and eastern Europe at the turn of the twentieth century
were particular targets of nativist hostility. The vehemence of this hos-
tility has been largely forgotten because of the recent successes of
these groups in joining the American mainstream, but it boils up out
of the historical record.

Consider just a single exemplary quotation, from an 1896 Atlantic
Monthly article by Francis A. Walker, president of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, superintendent of the U.S. Census, and one of
the leading intellectual lights in the nativism of his day. With the Dar-
winian framework of natural selection in mind, he issued a warn-
ing about the dangers posed by the new immigrants, characterizing
them as “beaten men from beaten races; representing the worst fail-
ures in the struggle for existence. . . . They have none of the ideas
and aptitudes which . . . belong to those who are descended from the
tribes that met under the oak trees of old Germany to make laws and
choose chieftains.”2 While others may have lacked his gift for creating
phrases (which, in this case, are tinged with irony in the light of twen-
tieth-century history), the denigration of immigrants from southern
and eastern Europe was reiterated many times over. And hostility was
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not limited to words; there was also violence. Immigrants were occa-
sionally lynched or gunned down by the forces of putative “law and
order,” especially when they became economic competitors of native-
born white men or joined in labor unrest. A famous incident is the
lynching of eleven Italians in New Orleans in 1891, but it is far from
the only one.3

Immigrants from East Asia were subject to even more widespread
and systematic racism because of the color of their skin. Despite the
nativism directed against immigrants from southern and eastern Eu-
rope, owing to their European cultural heritage there were categorical
differences between the hostility and discrimination they experienced
and that suffered by immigrants from China and Japan. The response
of white Americans to Asian immigration quickly escalated into racial
conflict and legalized exclusion as the whites, guided by the ideals
of manifest destiny and white supremacy, forcefully organized and
passed racist legislation. The threat that whites felt from unfettered
immigration from Asia is illustrated in these remarks of James D.
Phelan, a California politician active in the anti-Japanese movement
in the early twentieth century: “Wherever I went in the beautiful and
productive regions about Los Angeles, I could not but feel a shudder
at witnessing the disappearance of the white man’s family. . . . I am
sure that rural Los Angeles county, where for every three births one is
a Japanese, will realize before it is too late that there is a duty just be-
fore us which we will have to perform. We must stop this yellow
tide and regain the soil for our own people.”4 Chinese immigration
was effectively curtailed by the passage of the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882, and later Japanese immigration was ended with the so-
called Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907–8 and the Immigration Act of
1924. The restrictions on Asian immigration continued, with minor
changes, until the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965.

Further, although immigrants from southern and eastern Europe
faced societal hostility, they and their descendants were never legally
excluded from civil society and confined to a subordinate racial caste,
as were Asian immigrants. Chinese and Japanese immigrants were in-
eligible for citizenship through naturalization and hence lacked the
political and legal rights of their European counterparts. For Asian
immigrants and the native-born generation in the first half of the
twentieth century, the reality of workaday and community life was
shaped by an apartheid stratification order in which the issue of as-
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similation was all but moot. As George P. Clements, a prominent civic
leader in Los Angeles in the 1920s—the site of the largest Japanese
community in North America—testified about the Japanese: “The
question can he be assimilated is beside the mark. We do not want to
assimilate him.”5 Even in the early 1940s, not a single schoolteacher
in Los Angeles was of Japanese ancestry, despite the fact that a large
proportion of the acculturated second-generation nisei were college-
educated.

Despite this virulent racism, the color line that barred the descen-
dants of the early immigration from East Asia from entry into the
American mainstream gradually attenuated in the post–World War II
era. Without fanfare, the native-born generations quietly assimilated
as they secured jobs in the mainstream economy and moved out of the
racial ghettos of Chinatown and Little Tokyo.6 Still, some might argue
that the legacy of racism experienced by these nonwhite immigrant
groups—and the Asian phenotype—rules out the full scope of assimi-
lation that has resulted in the “twilight of ethnicity” for European
Americans. Thus, even though the descendants of the early Chinese
and Japanese immigration may be third-, fourth-, and even fifth-gen-
eration Americans, they continue to be seen and treated as other, as
perpetual foreigners.7 Such skepticism is understandable and needs to
be addressed in rethinking assimilation for nonwhite groups.

Assimilation has its variants and degrees, of course. Among Ameri-
cans descended from the European and Asian immigrants of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, assimilation is more accurately
viewed as a direction rather than an end state that has already been at-
tained.8 It does not imply the obliteration of all traces of ethnic origins
nor require that every member of a group be assimilated to the same
extent. Thus, it is not necessarily evidence against the thesis of assimi-
lation that ethnic communities continue to exist in many cities, nor
that many individuals continue to identify with their ethnic origins
and to put their identities on display at symbolic moments, whether
these are family occasions or festivities like Saint Patrick’s Day.9 As-
similation refers to the results of long-term processes that have gradu-
ally whittled away the social foundations for ethnic distinctions: di-
minishing cultural differences that serve to signal ethnic membership
to others and to sustain ethnic solidarity; bringing about a rough par-
ity of life chances to attain socioeconomic goods such as educational
credentials and remunerative jobs while loosening the attachment of
ethnicity to specific economic niches; shifting residence away from
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central-city ethnic neighborhoods to ethnically mixed suburbs and ur-
ban neighborhoods; and, finally, fostering relatively easy social inter-
course across ethnic lines, resulting ultimately in high rates of ethnic
intermarriage and mixed ancestry.

Ultimately, the distinctions themselves have been eroded. As we
shall see, not only the descendants of southern and eastern Europeans
have experienced all of these processes associated with assimilation
but the descendants of the early Asian immigration as well. It is there-
fore not surprising that despite her skepticism about their acceptabil-
ity to white Americans, the sociologist Mia Tuan acknowledges that
Asian Americans may be experiencing today the rites of passage most
groups have traversed; and that from the vantage point of a longer
time horizon, “we might indeed find that Asian ethnics are entering
that ‘twilight’ period of their ethnicity.”10

The assimilation associated with these processes should not be
viewed as imposed on resistant individuals seeking to protect their
cultural identities—a common image in negative discussions of assim-
ilation—nor as self-consciously embraced by individuals seeking to
disappear into the mainstream (though, in both instances, there may
be some who fit the description). Rather, as we argued in Chapter 2, it
is in general the cumulative by-product of choices made by individu-
als seeking to take advantage of opportunities to improve their life
chances and well-being through purposive action. For many ethnic
minorities of immigrant origins, these opportunities opened especially
in the period following World War II, through interlocked institu-
tional changes and economic growth, including more favorable at-
titudes toward groups such as Jews, Japanese, Chinese, and Italians;
the expansion of higher education and middle-class and upper-
middle-class employment; and the mushrooming growth of suburban
communities. The impact of one generation’s decision to take advan-
tage of enhanced opportunities has sometimes been greater on the fol-
lowing generations, as when socially mobile families forsake the old
ethnic neighborhood, where the stamp of ethnic ways on everyday life
could be taken for granted, for a suburb where children grow up in
multiethnic, if not non-ethnic, surroundings.

Evidence of Acculturation

European-ancestry groups and those deriving from early Asian immi-
gration have changed over the course of the twentieth century in pro-
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found ways that are consistent with assimilation. Declines in overt
cultural differences are a prominent part of this picture. Some cultural
shifts represent more or less necessary accommodations to the sur-
rounding society. But by diminishing the differences among groups,
such changes lower some of the barriers to their social mingling and
thereby advance assimilation on other fronts. For example, although
second-generation Japanese Americans grew up within racially segre-
gated communities, after the Second World War the acculturated nisei
were able to take advantage of the new opportunities for employment
available in the corporate economy and in government.11 As a result,
within a remarkably short period of time, the occupational profile of
native-born Japanese Americans shifted from a nearly complete con-
centration in the ethnic economy to a high representation in profes-
sional occupations and in the corporate economy.12 This shift would
have been impossible without considerable prior acculturation.

The pace of acculturation has varied for different aspects of social
life.13 Perhaps most telling for acculturation in general and the pros-
pects for resistance to it is linguistic assimilation. Language is crucial
here in at least two respects. Many aspects of ethnic culture are em-
bedded in the mother tongue and thus are diminished, if not lost, as
fluency wanes. In addition, communication in a mother tongue marks
a largely impenetrable social boundary which includes all who share
the same ethnic origin and can speak its language and excludes every-
one else.

All the evidence about the European and early Asian groups reveals
a powerful linguistic gravitational pull that has produced conversion
to English monolingualism on a wide scale within three generations;
only a small minority of any group has escaped its grip.14 This pro-
cess has generated a massive implosion of European ethnic language
communities (other than Spanish) within a short historical span, as
fluency in these mother tongues and even exposure to them at home
have dropped off; Asian language communities have been spared such
an implosion only because recent immigration has replaced the losses
to assimilation. Anglicization occurred quite precipitously among
those of European or East Asian ancestry who are descended from
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century immigrants. Many older
members of these ethnic groups spoke, or at a bare minimum heard,
their mother languages in the immigrant homes and communities
where they grew up. For example, data collected by the Census Bu-
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reau’s Current Population Survey in the late 1970s show that three-
quarters of southern and eastern European ethnics born in the United
States before 1930 grew up in homes where a language other than
English was spoken.15

The situation at the end of the twentieth century among U.S.-born
white and Asian Americans, as depicted in the 1990 Census, is pre-
sented in Figure 3.1. The key language data in the census come from a
question on languages spoken at home. The American-born, with rare
exceptions, speak English fluently, but some also speak a language
other than English, probably more at home than anywhere else.16 In
order to uncover change, we need some means to dissect groups: the
picture obtained by looking at entire ethnic or ancestry categories will
be muddled because they mix individuals who are at different points
on a broad spectrum of assimilation. For instance, a category contain-
ing U.S.-born individuals of Italian ancestry would include older
members of the still large second generation (the children of immi-
grants), who typically grew up in ethnic Italian families and commu-
nities, often speaking Italian dialects at home and on the streets (plus
a smaller number of younger second-generation individuals, the chil-
dren of a modest wave of Italian immigrants who came during the
decades following World War II); and younger members of the third
and fourth generations (the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of
immigrants), many of whom are the offspring of intermarriages and
grew up in ethnically diverse communities. A similar account of com-
plex intergenerational linguistic transition can be told for individuals
of Chinese ancestry descended from the mid-nineteenth-century im-
migration.17 The changes associated with assimilation are most fully
reflected in the experiences of recent birth cohorts and of the third
and fourth generations, who have been raised under a different regi-
men of opportunities and contacts than their parents were. While it is
possible from 1990 census data to make only very limited genera-
tional distinctions among the U.S.-born, the characteristics of differ-
ent cohorts can be measured.18 Those of younger cohorts are indica-
tive of the future for Americans of European and East Asian ancestry.

Figure 3.1 focuses on the Japanese and on the southern and eastern
European ancestry categories that represent the last and largest wave
of mass immigration from Europe.19 (The Chinese are not presented
here because their U.S.-born children include many from the post-
1965 immigration.) These groups can be regarded as the acid test of
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historical assimilation because of the relative recency of their arrival
and the continued prominence of their ethnicity in some American cit-
ies and regions. Also included are two ancestry groups, French and
German, that are associated with earlier migration waves but whose
languages have left an enduring legacy in the United States. To estab-
lish a baseline, language data are presented for the population that de-
mographers describe as “non-Hispanic whites,” a population over-
whelmingly of European ancestry at this point in American history;
they approximate the ethnic majority population.

For the European groups, 95 percent or more of the younger co-
hort, who were children aged five to fourteen at the time of the cen-
sus, speak only English at home.20 There are scarcely any differences
to be noted among the ethnic categories, except perhaps for the
slightly higher percentage of German children who speak only Eng-
lish. Speaking a mother tongue at home (along, no doubt, with Eng-
lish) is more common among the older members of these groups. Even
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Figure 3.1. Current home language by ethnic ancestry and cohort of the U.S.-
born, 1990. Source: Tabulations from the 5% Public Use Microdata Sample of
the Census.
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in the older cohort, the Germans are exceptionally monolingual in
English, testifying to the crushing impact of wartime hostility on the
survival of German in the United States.21 For the Italians, Poles, and
other southern and eastern Europeans, however, about 20 percent of
their older members continue to speak a mother tongue, possibly on a
daily basis. The figure is nearly as high for the French. Of course,
much higher percentages spoke mother tongues during childhood, as
already noted. A major transition in language has been accomplished
in less than seventy-five years, as the proportion of children from the
southern and eastern European groups who are raised in a mother-
tongue home has plummeted from the great majority to 5 percent or
less.

Linguistic decline is also evident for Japanese Americans, a turn-of-
the-twentieth-century immigration, for which the first wave of the
second generation was born in the decade 1916–1925. As of 1990,
more than a quarter of that cohort speak a language other than Eng-
lish at home. Among those born in the later period, the fraction has
slipped to one-tenth. While this is not as low as in the European eth-
nic categories, it does indicate a very similar trajectory. Moreover,
the group of U.S.-born Japanese children undoubtedly includes some
who are the children of Japanese managers posted temporarily to the
United States, a group that bulks large among foreign-born Japanese
residing here today. Since their families will ultimately return to Ja-
pan, these children are obviously likely to be raised speaking Japanese
at home; they are not indicative of the language predispositions of
later-generation Japanese Americans.

Although the comparable census data for the Chinese are not as
meaningful for this examination because they include many children
of contemporary immigrants, we can still bring the Chinese into this
picture by looking at the children in homes where the parents were
born in the United States. By definition, such children belong to the
third or a later generation, and, given the onset of the contemporary
Chinese immigration in the late 1960s, virtually all the third-genera-
tion Chinese children in the 1990 census are descended from the im-
migrants of an earlier era.22 Of this group, we find that 8.6 percent
speak a Chinese language (Mandarin, Cantonese, etc.) at home, a fig-
ure like that for the Japanese, which is higher than the rates observ-
able among European groups but quite low in an absolute sense.

Still, it would not be reasonable to forecast the disappearance of the
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European languages or Japanese, even though they are not sustain-
able by immigration inflows. (Quite obviously, the situation of the
Chinese languages, spoken by many recent immigrants, is different.)
The languages of earlier immigrations may still be sustained within
geographically delimited “language islands,” to borrow Joshua Fish-
man’s term. Indeed, while the numbers of speakers of most European
languages declined between the censuses of 1980 and 1990, the fig-
ures are certainly not trivial; for instance, 1.3 million speak Italian at
home and 720,000 Polish.23 To a limited extent, then, linguistic plu-
ralism survives even among the descendants of earlier waves of Euro-
pean and East Asian immigrants.

Despite such sharply etched patterns of linguistic decline, some
scholars nevertheless believe they see limits to the extent of accultura-
tion among Americans of European and Asian ancestry. Generally,
they point to values and behaviors in the family realm as the domain
where distinctive ethnic cultural patterns are most likely to persist.
The acculturation required to take advantage of opportunities for so-
cial mobility in American society leaves ample room for maintaining
distinctive cultural practices in private spheres, they argue, and this
compartmentalization is part of the American understanding of eth-
nicity.24 Fictional literature about ethnicity, which emphasizes its sub-
tle influences in family settings, adds its own resonance, as exem-
plified in works such as Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman Warrior,
William Kennedy’s Ironweed, and Mary Gordon’s The Other Side;
many examples for other groups could be identified. A corollary argu-
ment, whose origins can be seen in Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick
Moynihan’s seminal account Beyond the Melting Pot, holds that cul-
tural distinctions among ethnic groups can survive the inevitable ero-
sion of the immigrant cultures themselves by a process of regenera-
tion: “As the old culture fell away—and it did rapidly enough—a new
one, shaped by the distinctive experiences of life in America, was
formed and a new identity was created. Italian-Americans might
share precious little with Italians in Italy, but in America they were a
distinctive group that maintained itself, was identifiable, and gave
something to those who identified with it, just as it also gave burdens
that those in the group had to bear.”25 More recently this argument
has taken on a new vitality, as some scholars have come to view eth-
nicity as an “invention” subject to periodic reappraisals and re-cre-
ations. The implication is that unpredictable ethnic “reinventions”
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can blunt the seeming inevitability of cultural assimilation and even
reverse it. Accordingly, ethnic cultural distinctions are seen as capable
of arising like the phoenix from the embers left behind by assimila-
tion.26

We accept that some cultural differences may persist over genera-
tions, and that others may emerge among the U.S.-born descendants
of immigrants. But we do not believe that contemporary cultural dif-
ferences, absent those emanating from differences in religion, have the
depth and prominence necessary to shore up ethnic distinctions per
se. This comment from a third-generation Chinese American indicates
how ethnic culture gets intermingled with popular culture in contem-
porary American society: “My dad . . . does have a background in
Chinese culture because he hung out with all these Chinese people in
the Bay Area in that generation in Berkeley. There are a lot of Chinese
people around, so he had the culture, he knows some of the stuff. He
didn’t practice it but he knew it. He hung around Chinese people a
lot. He’s definitely Chinese but a lot of the things they did as kids were
like Happy Days, American stuff. Cars, girls, and baseball. That’s
kinda cool.”27 Arguments that emphasize the persistence of ethnic cul-
tures in private spheres typically fail to address some difficult ques-
tions about their significance—for example, how the contemporary
expression of such differences compares to that in the past, and
whether they set ethnic groups apart or, rather, are within a range of
“normal” variation to be observed in the mainstream of a multieth-
nic society. Arguments that highlight ethnic reinventions have so far
failed to present convincing evidence of their differentiating nature.

Increasing Parity in Life Chances

Historically, part of the bedrock of ethnic differentiation has been so-
cioeconomic inequality. Ethnicity has, to an important degree, been
anchored in the concentrations of different ethnic groups in specific
socioeconomic strata. Consequently, the members of any ethnic group
are brought together by life circumstances apart from ethnicity and
share specific material and other interests arising from their common
situations. As Glazer and Moynihan observed several decades ago in
Beyond the Melting Pot, for New York City ethnic groups of the
1950s and 1960s, “to name an occupational group or a class is very
much the same thing as naming an ethnic group.”28 Class concentra-
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tions of such groups were reflected in and supported by the different
uses they made of educational opportunities.

In the interim, however, there has been a growing and impressive
convergence in the average socioeconomic life chances of U.S.-born
members of the various groups from the earlier immigration. In par-
ticular, the disadvantages that were once quite evident for some
groups of largely peasant origins in Europe and Asia have mostly
faded, and their socioeconomic attainments increasingly resemble,
and even surpass, those of the average white American. This conver-
gence has not necessarily diminished the exceptional achievements of
some relatively small groups, such as eastern European Jews, Chinese,
and Japanese. But differences that once lay heavily between ethnic
categories now lie mainly within them.

This convergence is quite demonstrable for education (a convenient
indicator because its level is, for the great majority, fixed by the mid-
twenties), but it is hardly limited to this sphere. Figure 3.2 presents
the educational attainments of younger and older cohorts for the ma-
jor southern and eastern European and East Asian ancestry catego-
ries. (We can include Chinese here because individuals born in the
United States between 1956 and 1965 descend from the earlier immi-
gration.) Two comparison groups are presented to evaluate changes:
one comprises all non-Hispanic whites, and the other individuals
whose ancestry is solely from the British Isles (exclusive of Ireland).
The latter represents one conception of the higher-status ethnic core
in the United States (Because of the large amount of information in
Figure 3.2, we have streamlined the presentation of group data, ex-
cluding some important white ethnic categories, such as the Irish.)29

Given their initial disadvantages and uneven educational records
during the first decades after their arrival, the groups from southern
and eastern Europe and from Japan best reveal the trajectory of con-
vergence. (Though the Chinese came from rural areas, as did most of
the southern and eastern Europeans, their educational successes were
revealed very early, as the data in Figure 3.2 show.) For southern and
eastern European and Japanese males who were born between 1916
and 1925, moderate disadvantages are evident in comparison to the
average non-Hispanic white; the disadvantage appears more substan-
tial when the comparison is to men of exclusively British ancestry. For
instance, only a quarter to a third of Italian and Polish men attended
college, compared to almost half of the British men; and about one in

78 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Assimilation in Practice • 79

02040608010
0

Po
lish

Po
lish

02040608010
0

Pe
rc

en
t

Bo
rn

19
56

–1
96

5
Bo

rn
19

16
–1

92
5

M
en

W
om

en

Pe
rc

en
t

Allw
hite

s

Allw
hite

s

So
lel

yBrit
ish

So
lel

yBrit
ish

Ita
lia

n

Ita
lia

n

Anyso
uth

/e
as

t

Eu
ro

pea
n

Anyso
uth

/e
as

t

Eu
ro

pea
n

Chines
e

Chines
e

Jap
an

es
e

Jap
an

es
e

C
om

pl
et

ed
4+

yr
s.

At
te

nd
ed

1+
yr

s.

02040608010
0 02040608010
0

Pe
rc

en
t

Pe
rc

en
t

Po
lish

Po
lish

Allw
hite

s

Allw
hite

s

So
lel

yBrit
ish

So
lel

yBrit
ish

Ita
lia

n

Ita
lia

n

Anyso
uth

/e
as

t

Eu
ro

pea
n

Anyso
uth

/e
as

t

Eu
ro

pea
n

Chines
e

Chines
e

Jap
an

es
e

Jap
an

es
e

C
om

pl
et

ed
4+

yr
s.

At
te

nd
ed

1+
yr

s.

Fi
gu

re
3.

2.
C

ol
le

ge
ed

uc
at

io
n

am
on

g
U

.S
.-

bo
rn

co
ho

rt
fo

r
se

le
ct

ed
et

hn
ic

gr
ou

ps
,1

99
0.

So
ur

ce
:T

ab
ul

at
io

n
fr

om
th

e
5%

Pu
bl

ic
U

se
M

ic
ro

da
ta

Sa
m

pl
e

of
th

e
C

en
su

s.

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



eight Italians and Poles completed bachelor’s degrees, compared to
nearly one in four British men. In the cohort born between 1956 and
1965 (whose education was largely complete by the time of the 1990
census), the southern and eastern Europeans have just about pulled
even with the British men and are ahead of the average white: in par-
ticular, the figures for baccalaureate completion (about a third in each
case) and postgraduate education (not shown here, but completed or
ongoing for 10–15 percent of each group) are very similar. The Japa-
nese have forged even further ahead: their educational attainment ex-
ceeds that of all categories of whites. The figures for southern and
eastern Europeans in general and for Poles may be affected by the ex-
traordinary accomplishments of Jewish men (who are nevertheless
minorities within these categories), but the same argument cannot be
made in the case of the Italians.

The process of convergence is even more striking among women.
For groups such as the Italians, Japanese, and Poles, with heavy repre-
sentations of immigrants from rural areas, the education of daughters
once took a distinctly secondary place compared to the education of
sons. In the older cohort, Italian and Polish women had rates of col-
lege attendance and graduation that were less than half those of their
British contemporaries. This disparity, too, has been largely eradi-
cated in the younger cohort: Italian and Polish women are slightly be-
hind British women in college attendance and graduation, but tied
with, if not slightly ahead of, the average non-Hispanic white woman.
The younger women in the general southern and eastern European
category have above-average educational attainments similar to those
of British women; this parity represents a marked improvement over
their situation in the older cohort. Chinese and Japanese women in
the younger cohort exhibit exceptional educational attainment, which
was not apparent among those born in the 1916–1925 period.

To be sure, these data and conclusions represent broadly drawn
trends about quantitative levels of education. They cannot tell us—no
census data can—about the possibility of remaining differences in
qualitative aspects of education, such as access to elite schools.30 The
very high relative percentage of Asian Americans enrolled in elite uni-
versities, however—private and public—highlights the potential for
this kind of social mobility for Asian Americans in the post–civil
rights era. Of course, differences in educational opportunities still ex-
ist within ethnic categories, most obviously along lines of social class
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origin. It is also the case that the above-average attainments of youn-
ger whites of southern and eastern European ancestry are not equaled
by those of some more established European groups such as the Ger-
mans and the French, but the differences are not large. Geographical
placement may play a part here: the southern and eastern Europeans
tended to settle in economically dynamic metropolitan regions, where
educational and occupational opportunities expanded rapidly in the
post–World War II period.

The convergence seems remarkable, nevertheless. In the thirty years
that separate the two cohorts, differences that once bordered on, or
even exceeded, a 2-to-1 margin have shrunk dramatically. For groups
of largely peasant origins in Europe and Asia whose disadvantages
were once quite evident, educational attainments now resemble, or
surpass, those of the average white American. Moreover, not only is
socioeconomic convergence revealed in the increasing parity of educa-
tional life chances, but also it has been demonstrated by other re-
search for occupational position and income, which shows, for exam-
ple, a decline in differences among white ethnic groups in average
occupational standing by the third generation; a gradual erosion of
ethnic economic niches, such as the former concentration of Germans
among bakers; and income parity, if not superiority, for the descen-
dants of Catholic immigrants from the European peasantry.31

Yet convergence does not mean an end to all socioeconomic differ-
ences associated with ethnicity. As noted, it does not erase the higher-
than-average educational and occupational attainments of some
groups such as eastern European Jews, Chinese, and Japanese. Nor
does it imply the complete disappearance of ethnic economic niches,
the disproportionate representation of some groups in particular oc-
cupations or trades, to the point at times of ethnic domination. These
niches can still be found in and around New York, as is probably the
case for other regions where immigrants settled in large numbers in
the early twentieth century: thus, Jews still dominate the diamond
trade, centered on Forty-seventh Street in Manhattan, and Italians the
refuse business. Yet over time, many other niches, such as the concen-
tration of Jews and Italians in the garment industry, have weakened
or disappeared, in some cases because the niches have undergone a
process of ethnic succession and been taken over by new immigrant
groups.32

Nor does convergence in life chances imply the complete absence
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of discrimination. The descendants of the early immigration from
Asia made impressive socioeconomic progress in the latter half of the
twentieth century. U.S.-born Chinese and Japanese have, on average,
higher incomes than whites, particularly at the household level. But
studies of income parity that control for education and occupation
show that there still exists a wage gap, albeit very modest, between
native-born whites and Asian ethnics.33 In other words, the higher in-
come of Asian ethnics stems from their higher educational attain-
ment; but Asians with the same educational and occupational attain-
ments as whites earn somewhat less than their white counterparts.
Likewise, concerns persist about the existence of a glass ceiling limit-
ing the mobility of Chinese and Japanese onto the highest rungs of
management in the corporate economy, despite the high relative per-
centages of professionals and managers within these groups. But, in
contrast to the complete exclusion of Asians from jobs in both the
corporate economy and government prior to World War II, the trend
in life chances has been robustly in the direction of convergence with
those of whites. This trend is likely to continue, given the high educa-
tional attainment of Asian ethnics, their high proportional enrollment
in elite institutions that prepare their students for entry into manage-
ment suites, and high rates of intermarriage with whites.

Finally, convergence should not be understood to imply that the
routes taken by different ethnic groups into the economic mainstream
were uniform and that there was thus a single process of assimilation
for all groups. To the contrary, groups with peasant backgrounds that
settled in urban settings in the United States, such as the Irish and Ital-
ians, entered the labor force at much lower levels than did groups that
brought urban experience and industrial skills with them, eastern Eu-
ropean Jews being perhaps the preeminent example. Even between
the Irish and Italians, there were major differences in the processes of
upward mobility, as the Irish came to dominate the politics of many
cities and took advantage of opportunities in government employ-
ment to move up, while the Italians were far more inclined toward
small-business ownership in diverse areas, such as barbershops, con-
struction, grocery stores, and garment factories.34 As for East Asian
immigrants, the destruction of the Japanese ethnic economy follow-
ing forced internment during World War II removed an alternative
ethnic base of employment for young native-born Japanese, resulting
in a more rapid shift after the war into the corporate economy than
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might have been the case had the ethnic economy remained intact.35

The economic assimilation of native-born Chinese proceeded parallel
with that of Japanese Americans, but at a more gradual pace be-
cause Chinatown continued to provide a viable economic base for
self-employed Chinese American professionals. While the mobility
ladders for large immigrant groups that settled in cities have been
studied in some depth, less is known about groups that settled heavily
in rural areas, such as the Germans, Dutch, and Swedes. Were their
stories to be added, we would undoubtedly see even more the ethnic
diversity in economic pathways to the mainstream.

Growing Residential Assimilation
Without exception, European and Asian immigrant groups had dis-
tinctive geographic patterns of initial settlement, generally linked to
their periods of arrival and their economic intentions and opportuni-
ties, and the resulting regional concentrations of different ancestries
are still very visible on a population map of the United States. Thus,
nineteenth-century German immigrants went in large numbers to the
Midwest, at a time when farmland was readily available. Italians,
coming later and frequently lacking the money to travel far into the
American interior in search of work, settled mainly in or near the east-
ern seaboard ports. Chinese and Japanese immigrants settled in the
western coastal states and Hawaii. Dispersal from areas of initial con-
centration has been slow, as subsequent generations have grown up
with attachments to family and place that tend to keep them from
moving very far away. German ancestry (now frequently cited as one
element in ancestry mixtures) is still the most common in many mid-
western states, while even in 1990, about half of all Americans of Ital-
ian ancestry were located in just six northeastern states. The West
Coast remains the center of Asian settlement despite some dispersion
to the U.S. interior. One analysis of patterns of interregional mobility
concluded that even long-distance moves are not changing such re-
gional concentrations very much, because some moves are to new ar-
eas of group concentration, such as the clusters of Frostbelt ethnic
groups that have emerged in the Sunbelt, while others bring group
members back into the original areas.36 The ethnic implications of
these geographic concentrations have not been thoroughly explored,
but some are clear. Most obviously, a group’s contributions to the
public culture are most salient in regions where it is concentrated: a
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German Oktoberfest has a significance in Milwaukee that it does not
have in many other parts of the country, and the same point can be
made about Chinese New Year in New York and San Francisco, Saint
Patrick’s Day in Boston, Chicago, and New York City, and Mardi
Gras in New Orleans.37 That such ethnic festivities often are no longer
the exclusive property of one group—that Saint Patrick’s Day cele-
brations involve some participants who are minimally or not at all
Irish—illustrates a point we made earlier: the mainstream culture is
not a homogeneous monolith but an evolving, syncretic agglomera-
tion, a composite culture that incorporates what were once exclu-
sively ethnic elements.

Within the regional concentrations of ethnic groups, however, sub-
stantial residential changes have taken place, spurred by socioeco-
nomic mobility and language acculturation, combined with the rapid
postwar development of the suburbs and, starting in the 1960s, the
potent catalyst of competition with racial and new immigrant minori-
ties over urban turf. The result has been a decline in the scale of ethnic
neighborhoods and, more generally, in residential separation of Eu-
ropean and Asian ethnic groups descended from the earlier immi-
gration. Ethnic neighborhoods have been weakened especially by the
migration of many ethnics—or perhaps, more accurately, former eth-
nics—out of inner-city areas (or, in some cases, such as the Japanese,
out of farming communities) and into suburban settings, where ethnic
residential concentrations tend to be diluted, when they exist at all.
Because of the continued visibility of surviving ethnic neighborhoods,
some of which have become meccas for those seeking “authentic”
ethnic experience, the magnitude and implications of residential shifts
are sometimes less appreciated than they should be.

The term “segregation” is often applied to the distinctive distribu-
tions of white ethnic groups across areas, but this is not in general seg-
regation as the term is understood outside of the technical literature
of social science. Even in the mass immigration era, European immi-
grant groups did not experience the extreme degree of concentration
in homogeneous neighborhoods that characterized urban African
Americans throughout the twentieth century and the Chinese and
Japanese prior to World War II. European immigrant neighborhoods
for the most part were not homogeneous but juxtaposed cheek-by-
jowl individuals and families from several groups.38 In the white eth-
nic context, then, “segregation” refers to the pattern showing each
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group overrepresented in a particular set of neighborhoods, so that its
distribution across areas within a city is dissimilar to a greater or
lesser extent to the equivalent distribution for any other group.

The residential segregation of European ancestry groups weakened
during the transition from the first to the second generation, though
this weakening appears to have been only modest by mid-century.39 In
the postwar era, the paramount factor behind residential assimilation
has undoubtedly been suburbanization, which has siphoned off many
socially mobile white families from central-city enclaves. About 70
percent of non-Hispanic whites who live in metropolitan areas now
live outside the large (i.e., central) cities and thus in suburban commu-
nities, as these are defined in census data. Suburbanization has spread
uniformly throughout the major ethnic ancestry categories in the
white population, as Table 3.1 demonstrates. The proportions of
these groups residing in metropolitan areas (as opposed to nonmetro-
politan rural areas and small towns) varies in accordance with the set-
tlement patterns of their immigrant ancestors—Italians and Poles be-
ing noticeably more likely to live there. Within metropolitan areas,
however, all the white groups are distributed in a remarkably similar
way between city and suburbs: in each case, the suburban percentage
is within a few points of the figure for all white. Overall, this urban-
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Table 3.1. Suburbanization of white and Japanese ethnic groups, 2000

Pop. size
(millions)

% in
metro. areas

% of
metro. pop.
in suburbs

Non-Hisp. whites 194.6 76.6 70.6
Germans 42.9 77.6 71.7
Irish 30.6 82.2 71.4
English 24.5 78.2 70.8
Italians 15.7 91.2 73.5
French/French Canadian 10.8 79.3 70.7
Scots/Scots-Irish 9.2 79.4 68.5
Polish 9.0 88.3 73.5

Japanese 0.8 91.0 55.0

All other Americans 86.1 88.5 45.9

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Census 2000: Demographic Profiles”
(www.census.gov).
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suburban ratio is quite different among America’s non-European ra-
cial and ethnic groups, about 55 percent of whose metropolitan in-
habitants reside in the city itself. This is due in large part to the urban
concentration of African Americans, roughly 60 percent of whom live
in large cities. Some new immigrant groups are becoming predomi-
nantly suburban, but in the aggregate the populations growing rap-
idly from immigration are close to evenly divided between urban and
suburban space.

As the descendants of the earlier East Asian immigration entered
the American mainstream, they too joined the migration to the sub-
urbs. Chinatowns in cities and rural towns scattered throughout the
western states were gradually dying out in the late 1950s, as native-
born Chinese Americans assimilated and the older sojourning male
bachelors declined in number.40 In the 1950s, second-generation Chi-
nese moved out of the Chinatown ghetto to homes in the fashionable
“Avenues” near the Pacific Coast area of San Francisco.41 Japanese
Americans quietly moved into suburban communities and to the Mid-
west and eastern states; today more of them live in suburbs than
in cities, unlike the rest of the nonwhite population.42 Although the
larger Chinatowns have been revived by recent immigration—for, like
earlier European immigrants, contemporary Chinese immigrants tend
to settle on arrival in predominantly immigrant neighborhoods, in
both older Chinatowns and new ethnic enclaves such as Monterey
Park in Los Angeles and Flushing in Queens—the descendants of the
earlier Chinese immigration now frequent Chinatowns on weekends
mainly to shop for groceries and to dine out. Likewise, Little Tokyos
in San Francisco and Los Angeles continue as centers of commerce
but are no longer residential communities.

Focusing on a specific metropolitan region, where the neighbor-
hood context is not lost entirely in aggregate indices of residential pat-
terns, reveals all the more clearly the growing residential integration
of earlier groups. The greater New York metropolitan region, a broad
swath of cities and suburbs stretching from the Hudson Valley and
Long Island in New York to the New Jersey shore, was home to 17
million people in 1990.43 Because of the New York region’s historic
role as a gateway for immigrants, European ethnic communities con-
tinue to play a visible role in its ethnic geography, despite the ending
of mass immigration from Europe in the 1920s. If such communities
are important anywhere, they are sure to be so here. We trace residen-
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tial patterns for three large groups: Germans, Irish, and Italians. Each
group numbers 2 to 3 million members in the region, according to
census data from 1980 to 2000. Each has figured in significant ways
in the region’s ethnic neighborhoods in the past, but based on their
histories, the Germans could be expected to be the least residentially
distinctive (i.e., represented by the fewest ethnic areas), while the Ital-
ians should be the most.

In fact, all three of these groups are now found mainly in the sub-
urbs, where ethnic residential concentrations are demonstrably milder
(though not nonexistent). By 1980, roughly three-quarters of both the
Germans and the Irish were already living outside central cities, com-
pared to two-thirds of all non-Hispanic whites (but just one-quarter
of Latinos and nonwhites). Moreover, in suburbia, these groups are
residentially dispersed, their distributions barely distinguishable from
those of other non-Hispanic whites. Students of residential segrega-
tion use a statistic known as the Index of Dissimilarity, calculated
across census tracts, which are small and relatively homogeneous ar-
eas, to measure the distinctiveness of one group’s residential distribu-
tion compared to that of a reference group (all other non-Hispanic
whites in this case); the numeric value of the index can be interpreted
as the proportion of the group that would have to be moved to match
the residential pattern of the target population. As shown in Table
3.2, for the Germans and Irish in the suburbs, these values are ap-
proximately .15, quite small in absolute terms and much less than
the benchmark value of .3, conventionally taken as the threshold for
meaningful segregation.

The Italians present a different but more dynamic picture. In 1980,
they were slightly less likely to be found in suburbs than the average
white (64 versus 66 percent), but by 1990, 70 percent resided in sub-
urbs; while they were still not as suburbanized as the Germans and
Irish, they were more so than the average non-Hispanic white. For the
Italians, too, suburban residence increases the probability of living in
an ethnically diverse community. As of 1990, their segregation index
value in suburbs was a modest .20, a bit higher than the low values
exhibited by the Germans and Irish but considerably below the Italian
value in cities, .42.

For all three white ethnic categories, the regional values of the in-
dex have been affected by the large proportions of these groups now
resident in suburbs. The contrast in overall segregation between these
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groups and non-European groups, both immigrant and non-immi-
grant, is strong. African Americans represent the most extreme form
of segregation, and the 1990 index value in their case over the whole
metropolitan region, .81, is three times the highest metropolitan-wide
value among the white groups (the Italians at .27).

How does this modest level of residential concentration translate to
the level of ethnic neighborhoods? To answer this question, the re-
searchers identified the region’s ethnic neighborhoods in 1980 and
1990 census data, based on clusters of census tracts where any of the
three ancestry groups has a concentration of more than a third of the
population, a threshold value that, according to a preliminary investi-
gation, tends to be associated with comparatively high levels of ethnic
traits, such as speaking a mother tongue. For the Germans and Irish,
these neighborhoods are, generally speaking, few and small; only tiny
fractions of each group could be considered to reside in them (just 4
percent of the Irish in 1990, for instance). For the Italians, however,
there are a number of these neighborhoods, some of which are quite
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Table 3.2. Urban-suburban distribution and residential segregation of the Germans, Irish,
and Italians in the New York region, 1980 and 1990

Metropolitan
region Central cities Suburbs

1980 1990 1980 1990 1980 1990

Urban-suburban distribution:
Germans 100.0% 100.0% 22.8 20.6 77.2 79.4
Irish 100.0% 100.0% 27.4 24.1 72.6 75.9
Italians 100.0% 100.0% 36.5 30.0 63.5 70.0
All non-Hispanic whites 100.0% 100.0% 34.5 31.6 65.5 68.4
All others 100.0% 100.0% 76.1 72.1 23.9 27.9

Index of Dissimilarity:
Germans .223 .215 .260 .263 .148 .151
Irish .222 .223 .307 .301 .160 .164
Italians .292 .267 .422 .422 .220 .196

Source: Summary Tape File 3 of the 1980 and 1990 U.S. Censuses; Richard Alba, John Logan, and
Kyle Crowder, “White Ethnic Neighborhoods and Spatial Assimilation: The Greater New York
Region, 1980–1990,” Social Forces 75 (March 1997): 883–912.

Note: The Index of Dissimilarity values, which measure residential segregation, are based on compari-
sons of all members of each ancestry category to all other non-Hispanic whites.
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large and most of which take on familiar outlines, identifiable with
well-known Italian areas, such as Brooklyn’s Bensonhurst, which has
become widely known through its appearance as an archetypal Italian
neighborhood in a number of films, including popular Mafia movies.
(Other neighborhoods—Belmont, Canarsie, and Greenpoint—have
also been studied by ethnographers.)44 Nevertheless, it is still the case
that just a minority of the group—a quarter in both 1980 and 1990—
resides in Italian neighborhoods.

The most ethnically Italian neighborhoods have been shrinking.
Many of these neighborhoods have not held onto their young peo-
ple for several decades. Now, their older Italian residents are dying off
or moving to retirement regions, while their children are joining the
outflow to the suburbs. Bensonhurst is an exemplar: In 1980, it was
the largest contiguous Italian area in the region, home to nearly
150,000 persons of Italian ancestry. The neighborhood was then
more than 60 percent Italian and contained census tracts that reached
as high as 90 percent Italian; moreover, 90 percent of its Italian resi-
dents were of exclusively Italian parentage, an indicator of limited in-
termarriage, and nearly 40 percent spoke Italian at home. By 1990,
the Italian areas had shrunk in spatial extent and in Italian population
to less than 100,000. The contraction is continuing, as Bensonhurst is
becoming home to new immigrant groups.45 Some of these neighbor-
hoods are even facing imminent “death” as Italian residential areas.
Ironically, this has already happened to Manhattan’s famed Little It-
aly, which, though it retains its street-level facade of Italian restau-
rants and stores, now houses primarily Chinese immigrants.

The suburban areas with growing numbers of Italians are very dif-
ferent in character from inner-city Italian neighborhoods, and the
great majority of suburban Italians reside outside anything resem-
bling an ethnic neighborhood. Population growth has bypassed inner-
suburban ethnic neighborhoods, such as the Italian areas of Yonkers,
New York, or Belleville, New Jersey, which often have developed
as the suburban mirror to urban ethnic neighborhoods that lie just
across a city border (in the Bronx in the case of Yonkers, and in New-
ark in that of Belleville). During the 1980s, much of the growth of the
Italian suburban population took place in non-ethnic communities,
and insofar as growth was funneled into areas of ethnic concentra-
tion, these were not very ethnic.

In sum, even in the New York region, the ethnic mosaic par excel-
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lence, trends favor the further residential assimilation of white ethnic
groups. The Irish, long a prominent ethnic group in the region, are al-
ready residentially intermixed, except for a very small minority. The
Italians, some of whose ethnic communities are still conspicuous, re-
side mostly in non-ethnic areas, and their continuing suburbanization
is eroding the most ethnically Italian neighborhoods. Nevertheless, it
would be a mistake to conclude that the Italian neighborhoods are
fated to disappear in the foreseeable future, just as it would be to in-
fer that they represent the everyday living situations of most Italian
Americans. Thus, the analysis of New York shows that, for white
ethnics, residential assimilation is an incomplete and ongoing process,
without a predictable end point, and that a minority of ethnics con-
tinue to reside in ethnic milieus. Assimilation and pluralism are thus
compatible with each other to some extent. We suspect that the pat-
terns of residential change, combined with the persistence of some
ethnic neighborhoods, are rather similar in other metropolitan re-
gions where European immigrants settled in large numbers.

The Growth of Intermarriage and Mixed Ancestry
The most compelling evidence of assimilation among descendants of
the mid-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century immigration from
southern and eastern Europe and Asia comes from data on intermar-
riage. Intermarriage, a strong form of what Milton Gordon called
“structural assimilation,” can be viewed as the visible tip of a denser
mass of interethnic contacts, occurring throughout the social body,
but below the surface in the sense that they are not usually measured
directly by research instruments. But intermarriage also has an obvi-
ous importance in and of itself. It is generally regarded, with justifica-
tion, as the litmus test of assimilation. A high rate of intermarriage
signals that the social distance between the groups involved is small
and that individuals of putatively different ethnic backgrounds no
longer perceive social and cultural differences significant enough to
create a barrier to long-term union. (In this sense, intermarriage could
be said to provide a test of the existence and salience of a social
boundary between ethnic categories.) Further, intermarriage carries
obvious and profound implications for the familial and, more
broadly, the social contexts in which the next generation will be
raised. Its significance in these respects is not much diminished by a
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high rate of divorce. For the vast majority of individuals, marriage is
still a fateful act and not undertaken lightly.

Intermarriage is occurring at a robust level in the white population
and, at this point in history, primarily involves mixtures of Euro-
pean ancestries (and Native American ancestry, which is claimed by a
non-negligible fraction of whites). A substantial majority of marriages
among non-Hispanic whites involve some degree of ethnic intermix-
ing. The 1990 census data show that more than half (56 percent) of
U.S.-born whites have spouses whose ethnic background has no ele-
ment in common with their own (included in this count are spouses
whose ethnic ancestries are described as just “American” or in some
other non-ethnic way).46 Only a fifth have spouses with an identical
ethnic background. The remainder, not quite a quarter, have spouses
whose ancestry overlaps their own in some respect but differs in some
other, one or both partners in these marriages having mixed ancestry
(as when, for instance, a German-Irish groom takes an Irish-Italian
bride). Intermarriage is so commonplace among whites that its occur-
rence is no longer remarkable. In this sense, one could even say that it
has ceased to be intermarriage to its participants because they no
longer recognize that a social boundary is being crossed.47 Social sci-
entists still do, however.

Among those aged twenty-five to thirty-four in 1990, a majority of
each of the seven largest ancestry categories of whites had married un-
ambiguously outside of it, choosing a spouse with no ancestry from it
(see Figure 3.3). Such a marriage is more common among the smaller
groups, having an especially deep impact on the groups from southern
and eastern Europe. Close to three-quarters of the younger Italians
have spouses without Italian ancestry; for Poles, the equivalent figure
is higher still. A comparison to the older cohort shown in the figure
reveals that intermarriage has increased substantially over time, al-
though even older members of these groups had surprisingly high
rates of intermarriage. The smaller size of these groups (in compari-
son, say, with the German ancestry group) makes them more suscepti-
ble to out-marriage; the higher intermarriage rates of smaller groups
are well documented by intermarriage studies.48 These groups are also
more concentrated in regions of the nation where ethnic diversity is
greater among whites (the Northeast and Midwest compared to the
South), increasing the likelihood that they will have close relation-
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ships with individuals of diverse backgrounds. For the large, long-es-
tablished categories, the English, Germans, and Irish, their size alone
implies a statistical pattern of endogamy; that is, even under a hypo-
thetical assumption of mating without regard to ethnic origin, a sub-
stantial fraction of each group would marry someone who shares that
ancestry.

The acid test of intermarriage among Americans of European an-
cestry is the case of Jews. Not only does a substantial religious divide,
accompanied by a historical legacy of anti-Semitism, come between
Jews and Gentiles, but also Jews have made strenuous efforts to pro-
mote endogamy among their young people. For much of the twentieth
century, these efforts seemed to bear fruit: Jewish-Gentile intermar-
riage remained at low levels. But in more recent decades, it has surged.
According to data from the 1990 National Jewish Population Sur-
vey, about half of Jews wed since 1985 married partners raised in
other religions; just two decades earlier, only 11 percent did so.49 The
consequences of Jewish-Gentile intermarriage are still debatable,

92 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Figure 3.3. Percent intermarried by group and cohort, 1990. Source: Tabulation
from the 5% Public Use Microdata Sample of the Census.
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at least in principle, because of the possibility that the non-Jewish
spouse will convert or the children will be raised as Jews, though the
data suggest that neither occurs in a majority of intermarried couples.
In any case, it is clear that religious origins play a lesser role in the
choice of a spouse than they once did.50

Still, marriages involving spouses who have some ancestry in com-
mon are more frequent among whites than they would be if marriage
were “random” with respect to ancestry. There is, moreover, some
sign that the increase in intermarriage may be leveling off among
the southern and eastern European groups, where it has risen most
sharply since the end of World War II. The frequency of intermarriage
in the younger cohort in the 1990 data is not much different from
what it was in the 1980 census. A reasonable forecast is that intermar-
riage will continue at high levels, but that a significant minority of
each white ethnic group will continue to look within it for marriage
partners. In this bottom-line sense, then, intermarriage could be said
to resemble residential assimilation, where the wide breadth of a pat-
tern of assimilation does not negate some ethnic persistence among a
minority of whites.

For the descendants of the earlier East Asian immigrants, intermar-
riage rates have also risen sharply in recent decades, from levels that
were, at the middle of the twentieth century, drastically lower than
those among white ethnic groups and suggestive of racial exclusion.51

Nearly 70 percent of young U.S.-born Japanese Americans were inter-
married in 1990, compared to just 5 percent among Japanese born in
the United States four decades earlier (see Figure 3.3). The out-mar-
riage rate of the group is such that without sizable new immigration
from Japan, which is unlikely, this ethnic group appears to be on the
road to amalgamation with whites and, to a lesser but growing extent
because of pan-Asian marriages, other Asian groups. Indeed, there is
growing concern among Japanese Americans that continued marital
assimilation might result in a loss of community and identity as ethnic
boundaries continue to erode.52 For the offspring of Japanese and
white intermarriages, the choice of identity is often dependent on
physical appearance or the specific context of extended family rela-
tions; in any case, their mixed ancestry and social connections lead to
a more contingent involvement with Japanese ethnicity.53 The inter-
marriage rate is not quite as high for young native-born Chinese,
of whom 50–60 percent intermarry. Post-1960s immigration from
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China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong has made the Chinese among the
fastest-growing ethnic groups, which may lower the out-marriage rate
for the native-born as the base of marriageable Chinese increases in
number. Notwithstanding, by 1997, one in five Asian Americans, in-
cluding foreign-born, had a non-Asian spouse; these interracial mar-
riages have produced about 750,000 mixed-race children under eigh-
teen years of age.54

An obvious consequence of intermarriage is ethnically mixed ances-
try, which holds potentially profound implications for ethnic groups.
Although the mere fact of mixed ancestry is certainly no bar to ethnic
feelings and loyalties, it is likely to reduce their intensity, especially be-
cause most individuals of mixed ancestry are raised with limited ex-
posure to ethnic cultures and social circles in their most robust form.
Among the non-Hispanic white children born during the 1980s, more
than half (56 percent) were described by their parents as having
mixed ancestry (because of simplifications in the reporting of ancestry
to the census, this understates the actual extent of ethnic mixture); an-
other 13 percent were described as “American” or in some other non-
ethnic way. Just 31 percent were reported as having a single ethnic
background only. In accordance with the frequency of intermarriage,
mixed white ancestry is even more common among those of southern
and eastern European descent. About 80 percent of children with Ital-
ian ancestry born during the 1980s were reported to have some other
ancestry as well; for children with Polish ancestry, close to 85 percent.
The number is somewhat lower among Japanese born in the 1980s
but stunning nevertheless: 63 percent have mixed ethnic ancestry, sug-
gesting the erosion of a racial boundary.55

Shifting Modes of Identity
Although increases in these more or less objective forms of assimila-
tion are clearly evident, observers have seen the persistence of some of
the more subjective dimensions of ethnicity, or ethnic identity, among
objectively assimilated individuals, such as intermarried suburban
whites, as a direct challenge to assimilation theory. Others have elabo-
rated a concept of ethnic identity, generally labeled “symbolic ethnic-
ity,” that is more consonant with assimilation.56 The latter is a form of
limited-liability ethnicity that allows individuals to “feel ethnic” occa-
sionally in family and leisure-time activities but carries few commit-
ments in everyday social life. For whites, it has been described as a set
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of “ethnic options” that they can exercise but are not compelled to.57

Herbert Gans argues that symbolic ethnicity is consistent with the
straight-line theory of assimilation, but is agnostic about whether it
can persist indefinitely among whites. Richard Alba suggests that it
can, because symbolic ethnicity is the social-psychological expression
of a European American group in the process of formation. Like all
ethnic groups, the European American group expresses a common
identity in terms of a perceived common historical experience, which
in this case is based partly on immigration and its aftermath. Family
memories of European ancestry and immigration (whether factually
accurate or not) serve to link individuals to this validating experience.

Such symbolic ethnicity increasingly characterizes Asian ethnics as
well. Like white ethnics, third- and later-generation Asians speak Eng-
lish as their mother tongue, often knowing only scattered phrases of
Chinese or Japanese. They enjoy ethnic cuisine when they like, and
observe ethnic rituals and holidays with an often superficial under-
standing of their cultural content. They may or may not choose to
learn more about their cultural heritage. They may feel an awkward-
ness in not speaking the native language of their grandparents and a
sense of loss in not being part of a cohesive ethnic community; and
there may also be “hidden injuries” associated with racial slurs. But
Asian ethnics are closer to the experience of symbolic ethnicity of
white ethnics than is commonly acknowledged.58

In discussing ethnic identity, one must distinguish it from ances-
try. Ancestry can be defined as the beliefs about the racial or ethnic
identities of forebears. Ethnic identity, by contrast, is fundamentally a
matter of the ethnic labels accepted as suitable for oneself (including
“American”) and of the emotional intensity attached to them. Sur-
vey research and census data demonstrate that the great majority of
Americans do not say just “American” when asked their ancestry;
they name some extra-American origin. Ethnic ancestry data were
collected by the U.S. Census for the first time in 1980. Between the
1980 and 2000 censuses, there was surprising flux in these ancestry
reports for white Americans, suggesting that, for many, ethnic ances-
try is not a solid anchor of their self-identity. The question on the cen-
sus is open-ended, and to suggest the nature of the answer desired, ex-
amples are listed just under the line provided for a response.59 The
examples were different on each census, and their influence on the re-
sulting responses implies that many whites are quite suggestible when
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it comes to the way they describe their ancestry. For instance, in 1980
“English” was among the first examples given, and 49.6 million
Americans claimed English ancestry; in 1990 it was omitted from the
list of examples, and the number who identified themselves as of Eng-
lish ancestry fell to 32.7 million, a decline of one-third. Similarly, in
1990 “German” was the first example, and the number claiming Ger-
man ancestry rose by nearly 9 million persons, to make it the most
populous ancestry category in the 1990 census; in 2000, when the
“German” category was no longer among the examples, it lost 15
million claimants. There is no conceivable demographic explanation
for such mercurial flux.

A similar pattern of inconsistent reporting of ancestry can be ex-
pected for the rapidly growing mixed-race groups whose ancestry
does not fall readily into preexisting ethnic and racial categories, as in
the offspring of white and Asian intermarriages. The trend toward in-
creasing pan-Asian intermarriage could likewise contribute to flux in
the self-reported ancestry of Asian ethnics in a manner paralleling the
inconsistent reporting of ancestry found among white ethnics.60

Still, it is clear from in-depth surveys that many think of themselves
at times in terms of ethnic labels and show some preference for one
origin over others when their ancestry is mixed; they attribute some
importance to their ethnic origin; and they have specific conceptions
about the characteristics associated with these origins, although these
conceptions frequently exhibit surprising commonalities across differ-
ent ancestries. But certain hallmarks of contemporary ethnic identity
for whites seem symptomatic of widespread assimilation.

One hallmark is malleability.61 For the same individual, the sa-
lience, the intensity, and even the definition of ethnic identity may
vary from situation to situation. Increasingly, then, ethnic identities
are situationally specific. This malleability is partly due to the com-
plexity of ancestry for many whites and to the weak social constraints
on how white Americans identify themselves (since their ethnic back-
grounds are frequently not self-evident). Only a small minority of
whites hold intensely to ethnic identities that are likely to be manifest
in a wide range of situations; at the other extreme, only a minority be-
lieve that ethnic origin has little or no personal importance. In be-
tween these extremes is a much larger group, possibly a majority, at
least in areas of European immigrant settlement in the Northeast and
Midwest,62 for whom ethnic background and identity are of middling
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significance. For these individuals, ethnic identity is typically an occa-
sional feeling, experienced perhaps with certain family members, at
weddings and other family celebrations, on holidays like Saint Pat-
rick’s Day, or in moments of solidarity with friends and acquain-
tances.

Another hallmark is the weak reflection of ethnic identity in ev-
eryday experience. Most who identify at all with their ethnic back-
grounds can point to some experiences they regard as “ethnic.” But
few have many such experiences or very regular ones, aside from eat-
ing ethnic food. And eating ethnic foods, the prime example, is an ex-
perience mostly in the private, rather than public, realm; it is innocu-
ous, unlikely to give offense or attract negative comment; and it need
not be ethnically exclusive (ethnic foods can be shared with people of
other backgrounds). Though some whites may have encountered eth-
nic stereotypes, very few believe themselves to have suffered discrimi-
nation because of being Irish, Italian, or whatever.

“Privatization” is itself a hallmark of contemporary white ethnic-
ity, reducing its expression to largely personal and family terms. For
many whites, there is only a loose connection between ethnic identity
and ethnic social structures larger than the family. A larger ethnic
community is only hazily discerned at best. Of course, most whites
live and work in highly intermixed social settings (at least as far as Eu-
ropean ancestries are concerned). But even when it comes to volun-
tary memberships that make only modest claims on people’s lives,
such as memberships in ethnic organizations, few whites join.63

The kind of ethnic identity whites hope to instill in their children,
insofar as they imagine one at all, frequently seems little more than a
sense of family background—as when intermarried parents, or those
of mixed ancestry themselves, tick off the ethnic variety of their chil-
dren’s ancestries with fairly equal weighting. Few white Americans
care strongly about their children’s ethnic identities; most accept what
Gans has labeled “middle-American individualism” and consider the
nature and extent of ethnic commitment ultimately a matter for the
children themselves to decide. As a consequence, the intergenerational
transmission of ethnicity is more and more tenuous.

The evidence that we have about the identities of later-generation
Chinese and Japanese Americans is less complete, but it does suggest
that these conditions extend also to them, though perhaps to a lesser
extent.64 Ethnic identity among these groups is complicated by the
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arrival of new immigrants from Asia, whose presence reinforces the
view among whites that Asians are recent arrivals on the American
scene. This has led to a vigorous assertion of American identity by na-
tive-born Asian Americans descended from the earlier immigration.
Asian American writers like Frank Chin, author of Chickencoop
Chinaman and Year of the Dragon, and the playwright David Henry
Hwang, whose plays include The Dance and the Railroad and My
American Son, explore the American roots of Asian ethnic identity
arising from being neither immigrant nor white. The assertion of an
American identity among Asian Americans is in part defensive, an at-
tempt to emphasize the distinctiveness of the American experience at
a time when newly arrived immigrants from Asia outnumber the na-
tive-born Asian American population. As with white ethnic identity,
ethnic identity among later-generation Asian ethnics is malleable.
With the high rates of intermarriage among descendants of the earlier
Asian immigration, white spouses, in-laws, and friends are often pres-
ent in Asian American family life. The experiences of relationships
with friends and acquaintances from other ethnic groups and of
mixed-race children increasingly define Asian American ethnic iden-
tity. Where the differences mainly lie between whites and Asian
ethnics in the experience of ethnicity is with respect to how race mat-
ters when prevailing stereotypes about Asians intrude, often during
unguarded moments in everyday social life. For native-born Asian
Americans this typically may be experienced as annoyance at being
praised for fluency in English or being asked, “Where are you really
from?” But the new reassertion of nativist sentiment in some regions
of the United States has caused concern over hate crimes directed at
Asians, such as the bludgeoning to death of Vincent Chin, a third-gen-
eration Chinese American who was mistakenly identified by white
youths in Detroit as a Japanese businessman. Awareness of a degree of
vulnerability may make Asian Americans more attentive than white
Americans to the continuing salience of ethnic identity.65

The Limits to Assimilation
Not all critics agree with the depiction of assimilation as the master
trend among whites of European ancestry and East Asians descended
from earlier waves of immigration. Some, as already noted, have
pointed to evidence of the incompleteness of acculturation to suggest
that a sufficient basis for ethnic distinctiveness and solidarity remains.
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Others have pointed to surviving ethnic social structures that mesh
with ethnic economic and political interests. They argue that ethnic
solidarity, the self-conscious recognition of ethnic origin as a social
bond, crystallizes under certain conditions, namely, where ethnic
group membership overlaps substantially with occupation and with
neighborhood. Under these conditions, the interests held in common
by individuals who share more than ethnicity alone come into play in
its support.66 Decades ago, these conditions could be readily observed,
as Glazer and Moynihan’s previously cited remark about the corre-
spondence of occupations with ethnic groups in the New York City of
the 1950s and 1960s indicates. But this description is less valid today.
This is not to deny that some economic niches remain, nor that ethnic
neighborhoods can still be found in the cities where immigrants set-
tled in large numbers at the beginning of the twentieth century.

Even those who argue that the powerful tide of assimilation is un-
deniable must recognize the importance of variations in its extent. For
instance, while rates of intermarriage are high in an absolute sense
and appear to have increased over time, they are still not at the levels
that would obtain if marriage choice were indifferent to ethnic origin.
Rates of endogamy, in other words, are considerably higher than
would occur by chance, thus suggesting the presence in all groups of
pools of individuals who either seek out mates of the same back-
ground or, because of the social contexts in which they are embedded,
have relatively little opportunity to choose mates from other back-
grounds.67

This points up the significant role of the remaining ethnic neighbor-
hoods, which by sheer force of propinquity are one factor behind en-
dogamy. Individuals who grow up and continue to reside in ethnic
neighborhoods are more likely to exhibit characteristic ethnic behav-
ior and to participate in ethnically based social networks. The analy-
sis of the white ethnic neighborhoods in the greater New York City re-
gion is illustrative, demonstrating that those who reside in census
tracts where their ethnic group is concentrated are more likely to
have ethnically undivided rather than mixed ancestry and to speak a
mother tongue at home. For the Italians, whose ethnic areas are the
most extensive, it is also possible to examine intermarriage patterns
directly, and the predictable pattern obtains: intermarried couples are
much less common in ethnic neighborhoods than outside of them
(some of this association is probably produced by migration after a
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marriage partner is chosen). The disparity between central-city ethnic
neighborhoods and suburban non-ethnic ones is substantial. For in-
stance, the residents of the former are two and a half to four times
more likely than residents of the latter to speak the mother tongue.
There is thus tremendous variation in the probability of hearing a lan-
guage other than English on the streets, in the stores, and elsewhere.68

On a larger scale, regional concentrations of ethnic groups play a
major role. In the regions where a group is densely represented in the
population—Germans in and around Milwaukee, say—its cultural
and institutional infrastructures are likely to be robust and ethnic eco-
nomic niches, or even sub-economies, present.69 In such regions the
supply side of ethnicity, in the form of cultural symbols, organiza-
tions, and economic opportunities, is typically richer and therefore
likely to provide incentives to identify in non-symbolic ways with the
group and to participate in its networks and institutions; these incen-
tives may well be attractive even for those members of an ancestry
group who seem relatively assimilated. Group size is also important.
Its impact on the rate of intermarriage, for instance, is well estab-
lished.70 Since an individual’s “taste” for a mate of the same or a simi-
lar ethnic background is just one of the competing preferences that in-
fluence his or her final choice, the size and composition of that pool
affect the likelihood that these inclinations can be satisfied within the
group. More generally, group size determines whether a critical mass
exists to create and sustain ethnic infrastructures such as enclave
economies.71

Such social-structural factors help to explain the rare cases of
groups that appear resistant to the assimilatory trends we have de-
scribed. One is the Cajuns of Louisiana, who have an unusually high
rate of endogamy. In addition to being a sizable, regionally concen-
trated group, the Cajuns exhibit a distinctive occupational profile:
once a rural proletariat, they are now concentrated in the petroleum
and textile industries in southwestern Louisiana. Their unusual his-
tory also figures in their persistent ethnicity. Though European in ori-
gin, Cajuns are less an immigrant group than a “colonized” one, to
employ a familiar distinction. The ancestors of present-day Cajuns
originally settled in Canada but were forcibly uprooted by the British
in 1755. After resettling in Louisiana, they were not incorporated into
an English-speaking society until the United States purchased the ter-
ritory; and even then Louisiana promulgated its laws in French as well
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as English until the middle of the nineteenth century. Their experience
of involuntary incorporation as an already settled group with its own
communities and institutions is quite distinct from that of the typical
immigrant who enters a larger society. The Cajuns’ persistent ethnic-
ity resembles that of the French-speaking Canadians, the European
group most resistant to assimilation in North America.72

Ethnicity involves both social structure and the more elusive factors
of subjective meaning. The changes in social structure are more easily
measured and described than the subjective ones, which are analyti-
cally separate from and to some extent independent of them. Some
people can and do persist in seeing the world in ethnic ways and in
making ethnicity central to their lives, even though ethnic structures
have weakened and their own personal characteristics, such as gener-
ational position, might seem to predispose them otherwise. In dif-
ferent ways, some Italians and Jews exemplify this behavior. Some
Italians express an unusually intense sense of ethnic identity and a
preference for preserving as much as possible the warm embrace of
the family-centered lives they grew up with. Because of the dual char-
acter of the Jewish population as an ethnic and a religious group, Jews
have an especially broad spectrum of options for ethnic commitment.
At an extreme, such a commitment can involve an ultra-Orthodox
way of life that sets its participants apart in cohesive enclaves such as
the Hasidic communities of Brooklyn.73

Assimilation is nonetheless the master trend, and for the majority
of whites and Asians descended from the earlier era of mass immigra-
tion, ethnicity does mean considerably less than it did a generation or
two ago. A study of mostly white working-class men in New Jersey
observed:

Workers rarely use ethnic categories to understand and explain their
own position in contemporary America. They see a large part of eco-
nomic and political life happening to them as working men or as the
middle class or as Americans. But very little happens because they are
Italians or Poles or Irish or Germans. . . .

Ethnic beliefs concern the area of interpersonal relations as well as the
sociopolitical world. Thus in some forms they contain the idea that
those of similar ethnic origin should spend their social life together and
should intermarry. Here too such beliefs are of secondary or tertiary im-
portance. There was a time, among the first generation, when exogamy,
if not taboo, was viewed with disapproval. People were expected to
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marry within their ethnic groups. But among the second and third gener-
ations such norms are widely disregarded. . . . As a third-generation
worker of Irish origin explained: “You know, years ago in the 1930s if
you wanted to marry an Italian or Pole your family would give you all
kinds of trouble. . . . Now things have changed. It doesn’t matter any-
more.”

Beliefs that those of similar ethnic origin should spend their social life
together are even weaker. No one [in the study], younger or older, first
or third generation, ever expressed such a view.74

How Did Assimilation Happen?

In Chapter 2 we laid out the repertoire of causal mechanisms to ex-
plain why so many descendants of immigrants assimilate. Here we
now turn to the question: How did assimilation happen for the de-
scendants of the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century mass
immigration? The short answer is that scholars don’t know for sure.
A large part of the reason lies in what might be called the problem of
the “missing decades,” which can be illustrated with a group that, at
the time of its immigration, most seemed to challenge optimism about
assimilation—the Italians, who came mainly from southern Italy, a
largely agricultural and industrially undeveloped area. Historians
have thoroughly documented their story up to the end of the immigra-
tion era, around 1930.75 At that point the Italians as a group seemed
generally isolated from mainstream society, concentrated in the ranks
of low-wage labor, beset by social problems such as school failure,
and subject to widespread prejudice and discrimination. Then, as if to
seal their fate as an underclass, came the Great Depression and the
gathering clouds of fascism and war in Europe, which cast a further
shadow over them. Sociological studies from the 1930s portray a
group in distress, unsure of its acceptability in American society, with
many young people dropping out of school, into unemployment, and
onto street corners.76 Yet by the time the Italians come into focus
again, this time in the 1970s as social scientists once more took up the
study of ethnicity in contemporary society, the group had more or less
entered the American mainstream, notwithstanding the existence of
pockets of more resilient ethnicity. Because the picture of the interven-
ing decades provided by research is sketchy at best,77 we can only
speculate about how the bulk of the group got from there to here.

Adding to the complexity is the variety of pathways that different
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ethnic groups appear to have taken into mainstream society and the
difficult-to-evaluate role of historical contingency in the balance and
sequence of proximate mechanisms that shape the modal path of ad-
aptation. The modal path for the Irish, who took unusual advantage
of politics and government employment, is different from that of, say,
eastern European Jews, who distinguished themselves in small-busi-
ness ownership and educational attainment; and both look different
from the paths of the Italians and the Germans, whose trajectories in
turn do not resemble each other, as well as from those of the Chinese
and Japanese. Moreover, the course of assimilation for the European
and Asian groups was affected by unpredictable and unique historical
sequences, such as the abrupt end of immigration at the close of the
1920s and the two world wars, whose different effects we discuss
later on. These add to the difficulty of evaluating the relative contri-
bution of systemic forces and of applying lessons from the descen-
dants of the earlier immigration of Europeans and Asians directly to
the prospects for the new immigrant groups.

Narrowing our focus to a critical period enables us more clearly to
distinguish and evaluate contributing historical events, demographic
trends, and institutional conditions. The most critical for our pur-
poses falls in the middle of the twentieth century, for this was when
the children of the last, largest, and, to many Americans, most unac-
ceptable wave of immigrants, mainly from southern and eastern Eu-
rope and from East Asia, came of age. Of the nearly 38 million immi-
grants who entered the United States from 1830 to 1930, half arrived
during the last thirty years of that time span. In the early part of the
twentieth century, immigrants and their children made up astonish-
ingly large percentages (even by today’s standards) of the population
in many American cities: in 1920, 72 percent of Chicago’s population,
69 percent of Cleveland’s, and 76 percent of New York’s.78 The incor-
poration of the second and third generations of the last wave of immi-
gration a century ago was a challenge of huge import for American
society, probably no less consequential than the incorporation of the
descendants of the newest immigrants will prove to be.

For all the complexity of the story of this incorporation, it is largely
put together out of several prominent but deceptively simple themes.
One is social mobility: without opportunities on a very wide scale
to move upward within the American social structure, assimilation
might not have occurred on the scale that it did. Second, there was a
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cultural shift toward greater acceptance of groups that had previously
been excluded from the mainstream. So-called native-born Ameri-
cans, the descendants of immigrants from the British Isles and to some
extent other countries of western and northern Europe, had resisted
with prejudice and discrimination the entry of the children and grand-
children of new immigrants into their social and economic spheres. To
some degree, they even defined southern and eastern Europeans as ra-
cially different; and they certainly did so with Asians. Their attitudes
toward the new groups—European and Asian ethnics—underwent
broad shifts in more positive directions, especially during and imme-
diately after World War II; and the growing acceptability of these
groups facilitated the social processes that led to their fuller assimila-
tion. Finally, some of the newer groups, such as Jews and the Japa-
nese, made strenuous collective efforts to overcome the prejudice and
discrimination of the ethnic majority and to break out of their disad-
vantaged position. Their successes helped not only themselves but
also other groups that were behind them in the queue of educational
and occupational mobility. Their efforts led to institutional openings
that were subsequently widened by the civil rights movement and the
politics of inclusion of the 1960s and to a weakening of the ideologi-
cal support for all forms of ethnic and racial discrimination.

Social Mobility
The availability of social mobility during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries in the United States, the period of mass immigra-
tion from Europe and of the approaching zenith of the industrial
economy, is a matter of some debate among historians. One synthesis
of the historical literature has arrived at a rather bleak view of mobil-
ity prospects for immigrants and the second generation. Not only was
upward mobility “an unrealistic expectation in their [immigrants’]
lifetimes,” but also “the status of a father usually foretold the so-
cial positioning of a son.”79 Nevertheless, other scholars draw a con-
siderably more optimistic picture, concluding that “social mobility in
America had indeed been considerable,” though “it was not as salient
as stated in the most naive versions of the rags-to-riches stories of the
Horatio Alger type.”80

There can be much less doubt about the availability of social mobil-
ity in the middle of the twentieth century. Much of this mobility was
generated by a far-reaching transformation of the American work-
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force, which narrowed or closed out some occupational slots while
opening up others, and thus reshaped economic opportunity over
time. A comparison of 1930 and 1970, marking a period that covers
the century’s economic extremes from the Great Depression to post–
World War II prosperity and also spans generations—the working
lives of, say, southern and eastern European immigrants and those of
their children and/or grandchildren—suggests some ramifications of
this process. In this forty-year period, the percentage of the national
workforce engaged in agricultural pursuits declined precipitously,
from 21 to 3 percent, thus forcing many grandchildren and great-
grandchildren of earlier immigrants to rural areas into more urban
lines of work. Further, even though the overall proportion in blue-col-
lar and service occupations hardly changed, remaining at slightly less
than 50 percent, significant realignments were taking place within
these categories: in particular, unskilled laborers, a category that in-
cluded many of the immigrants in the early part of the century, de-
clined sharply from 11 to 4 percent of the labor force. Finally, white-
collar occupations expanded robustly, from 29 to 45 percent. Nearly
half of this increase was concentrated in the generally high-ranking
occupations of the professional and technical category, whose share
of the labor force doubled from 7 to 14 percent.

A consequence of such massive shifts is structural mobility, as a
substantial proportion of each new generation entering the workforce
is more or less constrained by a drastically altered regime of opportu-
nities to take jobs different from those held by their parents.81 For the
children and grandchildren of many immigrant groups, the most sig-
nificant aspect of the occupational transformation was that it entailed
a sharp contraction at the lower end of the occupational spectrum
and a corresponding expansion in its middle and upper reaches. Jobs
in the sectors where the immigrants and perhaps the second genera-
tion had established themselves—Italians on the docks, for instance—
were growing scarcer. The choice for ethnic youth was clear: get
enough education to advance to the white-collar jobs that were prolif-
erating; find a place, frequently through kin connections, in one of the
skilled trades; or face diminished economic prospects.

Structural mobility of this sort holds a special significance for the
advancement of disadvantaged ethnic groups because it does not have
a “zero-sum” character. The advancement of some does not require
the downward drift of others, since a large-scale transformation of
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the occupational structure creates additional space in some sectors
that cannot be filled by those already there and their children. Hence,
advancement can occur without the already advantaged perceiving a
great threat to their interests, and therefore without a fortification of
group boundaries to keep the disadvantaged in their place. Structural
mobility, in other words, suggests the possibility of a gradual erosion
of ethnic boundaries, as steady, large-scale mobility allows for an in-
creasing amount of equal-status contact between members of more
and less advantaged ethnic groups.

An unresolved issue concerns the extent to which the arrival in ur-
ban America of groups below the white and Asian ethnics in the
queue of employer preference facilitated this upward mobility. This
in-migration reached its zenith in the decades after World War II, the
period when the strides taken by the children and grandchildren of
the immigrants were at their greatest. Certainly, the availability of Af-
rican Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans to take the jobs at the
bottom must have made it easier for some second-generation Italians
and Chinese to escape the socioeconomic fate of their parents. More-
over, many working-class white ethnics made strenuous efforts to
keep blacks in particular from gaining parity with them in the labor
market. For example, many unions, by virtue of their constitutions or
practices, prevented blacks from joining and so remained all-white
preserves. This exclusion, along with a great deal of informal discrim-
ination, locked blacks into the bottom strata of jobs, which were
redefined as not suitable for the groups now being accepted as
“whites.” Yet, much upward mobility would have happened in any
event. One suggestive clue is that patterns of white ethnic advance
seem to have been very similar in many cities, some of which received
large numbers of black and Hispanic migrants after World War II and
some of which did not. Another is that signs of second-generation so-
cioeconomic advance were already apparent in the 1940s, at a point
when the massive migration to northern cities by blacks and Puerto
Ricans was just getting started.82

To highlight social mobility, which looks frictionless when dis-
cussed in the abstract, is not to deny the pain felt by white working-
class families who experienced the decline, and even the disappear-
ance, of the economic worlds that had supported ethnic ways of life.
Some of the actual turmoil has been portrayed in an analysis of the
fortunes of the French Canadian textile workers of Woonsocket,

106 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Rhode Island. French Canadians had migrated into the area begin-
ning in the middle of the nineteenth century and found a somewhat
precarious economic foothold in the textile mills. Although wages
were low and full-time employment was not always available, new
generations were able to find jobs in the mills with the assistance of
their older relatives. Many French Canadians apparently found this
situation tolerable because their lives were focused on la survivance,
the persistence of a traditional way of life focused on family and
church rather than on economic mobility. As late as the 1920s and
1930s, community leaders viewed their city as “la ville la plus fran-
çaise aux États-Unis.”83 Most French Canadian children attended
Catholic schools where French was the primary language of instruc-
tion, even for those subjects that state law mandated be taught in Eng-
lish; French was also the dominant language at home into the third
generation. But the signs of erosion gnawing at the economic base of
this way of life were already evident. During the 1920s, employment
in cotton manufacturing and related industries began to decline in
New England because of competition with southern mills, and this
process was accelerated by the depression. This left woolen manufac-
ture as the economic bulwark of la survivance; but following a brief
period of prosperity at the end of World War II, it too succumbed to
competition with low-wage manufacturers elsewhere. The big mills of
Woonsocket shut down, and by 1952 almost a third of the city’s
workers were unemployed. Obviously, young French Canadians
could no longer follow in their parents’ footsteps. By then, English
was also achieving hegemony over French, and parochial schools
switched to English as the main language of instruction.84 An ethnic
world went into eclipse.

For those ethnics elsewhere who had their sights set from the start
on social mobility, the process was also not without friction, as the
then largely Protestant middle and upper classes attempted to block
routes of access in order to preserve their privileges.85 The experiences
of Jews are a good barometer of these attempts at social closure be-
cause they were so frequently the target. The efforts of WASPs to ex-
clude Jews from spheres of privilege became salient during the 1920s
when eastern European Jews acquired the educational credentials to
gain entrance to Ivy League schools in large numbers; Harvard re-
sponded by imposing a quota on the number of Jewish students who
could be admitted, and in one form or another, many other elite col-
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leges followed its lead.86 The efforts to exclude Jews or restrict their
numbers did not end there. From the 1920s onward, many Jews were
denied admission to professional schools; they were not hired by elite
law firms and could not gain faculty positions at universities; and they
were systematically excluded from elite social clubs.87 Anti-Semitism
in the general population intensified during the 1930s and early 1940s
as a result of the stresses brought on by the depression and World War
II. But when the war came to an end, the grip of anti-Semitism relaxed
in a way that was palpable to many observers, both Jewish and Gen-
tile. A number of factors contributed: some were cultural, such as the
perception of many Americans that Hitler and the war had rendered
anti-Semitism, and to some extent ethnic and racial intolerance more
generally, unacceptable; and some were institutional, such as the ulti-
mately successful attempts by Jews to bring legal and political weap-
ons to bear on the exclusionary policies of universities and profes-
sional schools.88 But, we suggest, privileged WASPs would not have
been willing to accept these changes if they were in strong conflict
with their own socioeconomic interests. The expansion of opportuni-
ties in the middle and upper reaches of the social structure was an es-
sential ingredient in the sea change of attitudes and practices with re-
spect to Jews.

Structural mobility in the labor market was accentuated by parallel
changes in the educational system. At mid-century there was a rapid
expansion of higher education from a selective to a mass system. In
1940, only 15 percent of the college-age group actually attended col-
lege, but by 1954 it was 30 percent, and by 1960 almost 38 percent.89

(Currently, about 45 percent of twenty- and twenty-one-year-olds are
enrolled, and an even higher percentage will have attended some form
of post-secondary education for at least a year by the time they reach
their mid-twenties.) The expansion of higher education went hand in
hand, of course, with the expansion in the upper reaches of the occu-
pational system—the great increase in the number of jobs requiring
technical and professional training. And it provided a route for white
and Asian ethnics to take advantage of the occupational openings.

Although this mobility is often popularly depicted as a consequence
of individual initiative within a market system and thus as not depen-
dent on government largess, the not-so-invisible hand of government
can be glimpsed. The initial impetus came in part from the GI Bill,
passed in 1944 in anticipation of the flood of servicemen returning at
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the end of the war. The intent behind the legislation was to deflect
some of this huge inflow away from the labor market, where it might
have generated a surge in unemployment. As a consequence of the in-
stitutional change in access to higher education induced by the GI Bill,
the enrollment in college of males eighteen to twenty-one years olds
soared during the late 1940s, doubling the prewar level and raising
total enrollment throughout the nation by 75 percent.90 (At its peak,
in 1947, veterans accounted for two-thirds of all male students and
one-half of all students enrolled in college.) The GI Bill permanently
changed the public’s attitude toward higher education: no longer
would it be seen as a privilege restricted to the very talented or the off-
spring of the affluent; instead, it became the normal expectation for
average students from average families. “Middle-class groups increas-
ingly came to depend upon higher education as a means of ensuring
that their children would do as well or better than themselves, instead
of relying on inherited wealth or on family, union, or personal con-
tacts.”91 Nonetheless, the increased access to a college education
largely benefited whites and Asians at first; the extension of access to
blacks had to wait until the civil rights era.

The institutional transformation of higher education into a mass
system was also very much a product of growth and consolidation
within the public, rather than private, sectors. In response to the de-
mand for higher education after the war and to forecasts of changes in
the labor market, public colleges and universities came into being or
expanded robustly; most private colleges and universities did not have
the elasticity to respond quickly to surging demand. Just after the
war—when the first enrollment data are available separately for the
public and private sectors—approximately equal numbers of students
were enrolled in both types of institutions. But the number enrolled in
public colleges and universities soared more rapidly during the 1950s
and 1960s, exceeding by 1965 the number in private higher education
by a margin of nearly 2-to-1. Some of this growth was in two-year
colleges, which have been seen as diverting the first generation of eth-
nic-minority families to attend college away from the more rewarding
baccalaureate and post-baccalaureate degrees, but it is still the case
that growth in four-year college and university enrollments occurred
disproportionately in the public sectors.92

The growth of the public college and university system in New
York State suggests the order of magnitude of these changes. New
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York already had a highly developed system of private higher educa-
tional institutions, including elite universities such as Columbia and
Cornell, numerous Catholic colleges such as Fordham, and many
nondenominational two- and four-year schools. Students in New
York City were also served by several well-regarded public colleges,
one of which, City College, dated back to the middle of the nineteenth
century. Yet in 1948 the governor and the legislature authorized the
formation of a state university system, which initially encompassed
about thirty previously independent publicly supported colleges, with
a total enrollment at the time of fewer than 30,000 students. This sys-
tem expanded very rapidly during the 1960s, in anticipation of the en-
rollment surge associated with the baby boom cohorts. New cam-
puses, such as Stony Brook, were founded, while others were rebuilt.
By the early 1970s, the system consisted of seventy-two campuses and
enrolled a total of more than 350,000 students. At that point, these
students were overwhelmingly European American: the first ethnic
census, in 1976, shows the student body to have been more than 90
percent non-Hispanic white. The formation and expansion of New
York’s state university system especially benefited students from up-
state communities and from the suburbs of New York City. When the
City University of New York inaugurated its open enrollment policy
in 1970, the initial beneficiaries also were disproportionately Euro-
pean American.93 The California public system of higher education
also expanded tremendously after World War II, as evidenced in the
rapid growth of both the University of California and the state univer-
sity system. Many Asian Americans took advantage of this develop-
ment.

The children and grandchildren of European and Asian immigrants
were the ones waiting at the head of the queue, so to speak, the
ones who were positioned by virtue of their parents’ socioeconomic
achievements—whether in wage employment or small businesses—
and their families’ location in the more economically dynamic urban
areas of the nation to take advantage of any openings in the opportu-
nity structure. African Americans and Native Americans, the latter
still largely confined to reservations, continued to suffer racist handi-
caps. The ethnic effects of these structural changes in the labor market
and in education have been traced through cohorts of the second
generation of the southern and eastern European groups by Stanley
Lieberson in A Piece of the Pie. His analyses reveal a substantial up-
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grading among all these groups for the cohort born between 1925 and
1935, which came to maturity during and after the war. In the case of
second-generation Italians, the educational gap separating them from
third- and later-generation white Americans, who would have been
overwhelmingly of northern and western European ancestry in this
era, was fairly constant for the cohorts born before 1915; it declined
somewhat for that born between 1915 and 1925, and narrowed more
substantially for the next cohort. The proportion of second-genera-
tion Italian men employed as professionals rose less gradually, with
the big leap occurring between the cohort of 1915–1925 and that of
1925–1935, most of whom entered the labor market after the end of
the war.94

A third transformation, in residential setting, also contributed to
assimilation. In contrast to the preference for the city center with its
cultural amenities that marks urban life in Europe, suburbanization
has long represented the American ideal of individual property own-
ership in a leafy ambience, distant from congestion, pollution, and the
intrusions of the workplace. But for much of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, it was an ideal attainable mainly for the economic
elite, while the inner city was largely given over to the working
classes, in which immigrants and their children were heavily repre-
sented.95 This was to change radically in the middle decades of the
twentieth century, and in this case, too, the state played a central role
by offering the prospect of home ownership to the majority of whites
and enabling them to flee the city for the suburbs. The key event was
the creation of the Federal Housing Administrations (FHA) home
mortgage insurance program in 1934. The impact of this institutional
change was widened by the establishment in 1944 of a similar Vet-
erans Administration (VA) program aimed at returning GIs. By insur-
ing mortgages that met certain criteria, these programs enabled banks
to relax the miserly terms under which they had previously granted
mortgages, which then became affordable to a much wider range of
families. Consequently, in just three decades, between 1940 and 1970,
the proportion of American households owning their homes soared
from 44 to 63 percent. Because of the emphasis in the programs on
new single-family home construction in socioeconomically and ra-
cially stable neighborhoods, their overwhelming impact was felt in
the suburbs, where they promoted rapid development after the end of
the war. In any given year during the 1950s, for instance, FHA- and
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VA-insured loans were responsible for between a quarter and 40 per-
cent of all new housing starts in the United States.96 The consequence
was a tidal wave of suburbanization: in a single decade from 1950 to
1960, the population in the suburbs shot up by nearly 50 percent,
from 41 million to 60 million.

In its postwar heyday, the exodus to suburbia was predominantly a
movement of whites. This was, in significant part, also a consequence
of federal policy, one of the more fateful, if little-known, effects of
federal action in the twentieth century, for it imposed a continuing ra-
cial division on the city-suburb boundary in many parts of the coun-
try. The FHA approval process was, at the outset, explicitly biased
against neighborhoods that contained African Americans or were
deemed likely to undergo any mixing of races; even after the FHA was
forced away from overt consideration of race, it did little or nothing
to challenge the institutionalized discrimination in the real estate in-
dustry. Nor was it in the interest of developers to do so; as William
Levitt, a member of the family that perhaps did as much to transform
the postwar suburban landscape as all others combined, observed,
“We can solve a housing problem or we can try to solve a racial prob-
lem. But we cannot combine the two.”97 Until the 1960s, the develop-
ers of the Levittowns refused to sell homes to blacks. (The effects of
the exclusion of black home buyers have been long-lasting; fifty years
after the founding of the first Levittown, on Long Island, the suburb is
still overwhelmingly white, and less than 1 percent of its population is
African American.)98

But suburbanization drew little distinction among whites on ethnic,
as opposed to class, grounds. Moreover, the rapid construction of
large developments of tract houses, which tended to attract families at
the same stage of the life cycle, undoubtedly worked against the re-
constitution of urban ethnic neighborhoods in the suburbs and thus
favored the residential integration of whites of different ethnic back-
grounds. Herbert Gans, in a 1967 study of a Levittown in New Jersey,
observed that the suburb’s residents came from a variety of Euro-
pean ethnic backgrounds: “Thirty-seven percent reported being of
Northern European origin (English, German, or Scandinavian); 17
percent were eastern European (mostly Russian Jewish with a scatter-
ing of Poles); 10 percent, Irish; 9 percent, Southern European (mainly
Italian), and the remainder a heady mixture of all of these back-
grounds.”99
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Although their smaller numbers made them less noticed in this mix,
upwardly mobile Asian ethnics also joined in the migration to subur-
ban neighborhoods in the postwar era. The presence of Asian ethnics
did not significantly alter the ethnic balance of suburban neighbor-
hoods, which remained almost entirely white. Many of the third-gen-
eration Chinese and Japanese interviewed by Mia Tuan recall growing
up in white suburbs where their families were the only, or among the
few, nonwhites in the community.100

Some ethnic concentrations did arise in suburbia, often in inner
suburbs to which working-class ethnics moved from nearby urban
neighborhoods. In some other cases, suburban ethnic neighborhoods
dated back to the era of immigration, when they arose because they
were near places of immigrant employment; this was the story behind
some Italian areas on Long Island, for instance. Finally, there were to
some extent religious divisions in suburbia, and these especially af-
fected Jews.101 But all in all, suburban ethnic concentrations tended to
be much more diluted than those in cities. For the most part, the sub-
urban exodus promoted migration to areas without the kind of overt
ethnic character that was stamped onto a large number of urban
neighborhoods.

Together these post–World War II institutional changes, in educa-
tion, occupation, and residence, tended to diminish once-salient social
distinctions among the European and Asian ethnic groups, while scor-
ing deeply the lines separating them from blacks, Puerto Ricans, and
Mexicans. Among the Europeans and Asians, the changes prompted
individual mobility, which in many cases drew those who took advan-
tage of it away from their ethnic communities of origin: vertical mo-
bility up the social ladder was also frequently horizontal mobility out
of intense involvement in the ethnic group. Broadly speaking, the net
effect of the opportunities for mobility was to weaken ethnic commu-
nities, especially as those who left generally were not replaced by
newly arriving immigrants, for immigration came to a grinding halt
for southern and eastern Europeans and Japanese in the middle of the
1920s as a consequence of restrictive legislation followed by the de-
pression.102 This hiatus in the immigration stream from Europe and
Asia, which, aside from brief episodes involving the resettlement of
refugees, was to last until 1965, is a historical contingency whose ef-
fects on the course of assimilation are hard to calculate. Had it not oc-
curred, and had the ethnic communities established by southern and
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eastern European immigrants and by East Asians remained more vi-
brant and therefore more attractive to the upwardly mobile, perhaps
assimilation would not have become the master trend.

Almost certainly, though, it still would have been a prevalent pat-
tern. In thinking about the impact of this hiatus on assimilation, one
needs to bear in mind that it came after at least a century of continual
mass immigration. Immigration record keeping began only in 1821
and was incomplete until the early twentieth century (for instance,
immigrants from Canada and Mexico were not fully counted until
then); thus, the nineteenth-century immigration is underestimated by
the data. Even so, these show that from the 1820s to the 1920s, the
volume of immigration relative to the entire American population
was as large as, and mostly larger than, the equivalent measure during
the several decades of contemporary immigration.103 It seems to us
highly implausible that assimilation of the descendants of the Euro-
pean immigrants was not occurring during this period, that it held off
until the gates more or less shut in the 1920s. It seems equally implau-
sible that the entire assimilation process for such a huge addition to
the American population could have been limited to the few decades
following this caesura. This is not to deny that the immigration hiatus
had an impact on assimilation, but merely to urge caution in assessing
its magnitude.

Cultural Shifts
Institutional changes enacted by Congress and implemented by the
federal government aimed at opening mass access to higher education
and home ownership were not the only forces behind the assimilation
of ethnics. Cultural shifts, twists in the meanings and themes associ-
ated with ethnicity, were also at work. The cultural shifts partly de-
pended on social-structural changes—it is hard to imagine that they
could have occurred to the degree that they did without the increases
in opportunities for mobility—but they were also responsive to other
events and, to this extent, independent of the structural forces.
Changes in attitudes toward ethnic whites, in particular, resulted es-
pecially from the two world wars, for during both the themes of na-
tional loyalty and foreign origin became entangled and took on great
significance. During World War I, which began just after the high-wa-
ter mark of immigration, the presence of many recent immigrants
from central Europe engendered a national anxiety attack over their
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potential to form “fifth columns,” acting at the behest of enemy pow-
ers, and to subvert American institutions from within. Wartime xeno-
phobia dealt the first and deeper of two lethal blows to the long-
standing effort to maintain a German-language culture in the United
States, a culture that was still widespread in the first decade of the
twentieth century and was inculcated in numerous bilingual public
education systems; many states with large German populations took
legal steps to prohibit teaching, publishing, and even speaking Ger-
man. Xenophobia had carried over into the postwar period, giving re-
newed energy to the movement for immigration restriction and spur-
ring a campaign for the immediate “100 percent Americanization” of
the immigrants.104

Although World War II also engendered anxieties about subversion
from within, which were manifested at their most repugnant in the in-
ternment of Japanese Americans on the West Coast, the response to
ethnics of European origin was quite different from before. By the
1940s, the flood tide of immigration had receded, and the European
groups once perceived as having the potential for loyalty to enemy na-
tions were increasingly composed of the second and later generations.
Instead of mass xenophobia and cultural suppression, white ethnic
groups were bathed in the cultivated warmth of a campaign for na-
tional unity, which symbolically promoted the unification of Ameri-
cans of different national backgrounds with festivals to celebrate
the contributions of immigrant groups to America, an early form of
multicultural ritual. In addition, wartime reporting and films about
the war made for domestic consumption self-consciously portrayed
the American military as a national cross-section and fighting units as
a melting pot in miniature. Time magazine, reporting on a raid in
France, claimed that its participants “sounded like the roster of an all-
American eleven. . . . There were Edward Czeklauski of Brooklyn,
George Pucilowski of Detroit, Theodore Hakenstod of Providence,
Zane Gemmill of St. Clair, Pa., Frank Christensen of Racine, Wiscon-
sin, Abraham Dreiscus of Kansas City. There were the older, but not
better, American names like Ray and Thacker, Walsh and Eaton and
Tyler. The war . . . was getting Americanized.”105 Ethnics responded
to the appeal for unity with a wave of acculturation. For example,
the number of radio stations broadcasting in immigrant languages
dropped by 40 percent between 1942 and 1948.106

The self-conscious wartime unity was a precursor of a different vi-
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sion of America, which for the first time included white ethnic Ameri-
cans in the charmed circle of full-fledged Americans. Nonwhite Amer-
icans, however, remained outside; their men fought in segregated
military units, their accomplishments little noted by mainstream me-
dia, the exception being the Japanese American 442nd Brigade, which
the Truman administration publicly recognized as the most decorated
unit of the U.S. Army in conferring on its regimental colors the Presi-
dential Unit banner.107 Nevertheless, the wartime period and that im-
mediately following could be said to represent the zenith of the melt-
ing pot ideal, at least for Americans of European origin. It permeates
the popular novels about the war, published during that time and af-
terward, such as Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead, James
Jones’s From Here to Eternity, Harry Brown’s A Walk in the Sun, and
John Hersey’s A Bell for Adano, all of which were also made into
successful films and served to interpret the war experience for a large
segment of the American population. The novels portrayed military
groups that represented the white ethnic diversity of American society
in miniature. At the same time, they openly acknowledged the preju-
dice present in American society. Indeed, that was one of their major
themes, as they showed ethnic Americans in the lower ranks subordi-
nated to prejudiced or incompetent WASP officers.108 But where their
vision was triumphant was in their portrayal of ethnic Americans,
who were lifted out from behind a curtain of stereotypes and pre-
sented as the moral equals of other Americans and as men who were
contributing to American victory with everyday heroism and sacrifice.

The hero of a A Bell for Adano (1944), written by the war corre-
spondent John Hersey, is the decent Major Victor Joppolo, an Italian
American from the Bronx serving in wartime Sicily. His moral foil is
General Marvin, who is depicted as prejudiced against the Italian peo-
ple. Marvin says of the hero: “Joppolo . . . Remember that name. That
goddam Major’s a wop, too. . . . He’s a goddam wop himself.” But
this book belongs to the decent ethnic American, who, according to
Hersey, “happened to be a good man” and therefore “his works rep-
resented the best of the possibilities.” Hersey captured what seemed
to many white Americans at the time to be an essential truth about
their country when he explained in the foreword to A Bell for Adano
that “America is the international country. Major Joppolo was an
Italian-American going to work in Italy. Our Army has Yugoslavs and
Frenchmen and Austrians and Czechs and Norwegians in it, and ev-
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erywhere our Army goes in Europe, a man can turn to the private be-
side him and say: ‘Hey, Mac, what’s this furriner saying?’ . . . And
Mac will be able to translate.”109

The vision reflected in the novels and films represented a sea change
in attitudes toward many of the white ethnic groups. No doubt these
artistic works gave voice to the Zeitgeist as much as they themselves
helped to produce it. This shift in the cultural landscape reverberated
in widely felt ideals for American society, in the attitudes they entailed
toward the ethnics in its midst, and in the encouragement to integrate
felt by the ethnics themselves. Surveys measuring anti-Semitism—atti-
tudes toward Jews, we note again, are a sensitive index of intolerant
attitudes toward white ethnics more generally—captured the shift as
it occurred. One survey question that was repeated periodically—
“Have you heard any criticism or talk against the Jews in the last
six months?”—measured the extent to which anti-Semitic sentiments
were openly discussed, and probably allowed respondents who har-
bored such sentiments themselves to report them without having to
acknowledge personal responsibility. During and immediately after
the war, a majority of Americans—the high-water mark was 64 per-
cent in 1946—answered the question affirmatively, and no doubt
many of them also contributed to the prejudiced speech they reported.
But in the late 1940s and the early 1950s, the number giving this re-
sponse plummeted: by 1951, it was down to 16 percent; and in 1956,
it was only 11 percent.110 Even if some of this decline came from
respondents telling interviewers what they thought the interviewers
wanted to hear, it still represented a dramatically rapid change in
norms.

Thus, it appears that cultural change is a part of any plausible and
complete explanation of white ethnic assimilation. That this cultural
change coincided with a period of “opening up,” of increasing educa-
tional, economic, and residential opportunities, gave it an efficacy it
would have lacked in more stagnant times, but does not negate its in-
dependent contribution.

Collective Actions and Institutional Changes
The postwar confluence of historical, demographic, and institutional
changes that facilitated assimilation was not an entirely bloodless af-
fair, in which, as in an upbeat Hollywood ending, privileged groups
experienced a change of heart and welcomed previously scorned new-

Assimilation in Practice • 117

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



comers into their midst. As the attempts to exclude Jews from elite so-
cial spheres imply, considerable struggle was involved, and to some
extent less privileged groups had to fight their way, overcoming some-
times determined resistance.111 For example, the lowering of discrimi-
natory barriers to admission to elite universities and to professional
schools was not purely a matter of enlightened self-interest on the
part of their leaders. Jewish organizations campaigned against the use
of religious and racial criteria in admissions; they pressed the case for
antidiscrimination legislation, especially in New York State, where a
good number of prestigious, exclusionary institutions, such as Co-
lumbia and Cornell, were located. An initial success was achieved in
1946, when the New York City Council adopted legislation threaten-
ing the tax-exempt status of nonsectarian colleges and universities
that discriminated based on race or religion. Columbia was thereby
forced to revise its admissions procedures, and some other schools,
seeing the handwriting on the wall, did the same. New York State fol-
lowed with an antidiscrimination statute in 1948. That these laws
were in fact successful is demonstrated by, for example, the increase in
the percentage of Jews among New York’s medical students from 15
percent in 1948 to about 50 percent by the mid-1950s.

To be sure, the powerful hand of social and cultural changes in the
majority population can be glimpsed in the outcome of some of these
battles. It is apparent in the suddenness with which the barriers fell in
many cases, indicating that a good number in the WASP group were
ready to accept, if not to assist in, ethnic change. The ending of the
anti-Semitic quotas in higher education has been attributed to the
“new legal and social environment” stemming from institutional
changes of the immediate postwar period.112 Leonard Dinnerstein,
who asserts that colleges and universities “were being influenced by
the changing tone in society,” notes that “in 1948 Jewish undergrad-
uates at Yale protested being automatically assigned other Jews as
roommates. As soon as they raised the issue, the practice ceased.”113

As the American economy expanded robustly in the immediate
postwar period and opportunities to establish footholds in privileged
sectors grew, the competition between talented and ambitious new-
comers and the entrenched group often forced the hand of the latter.
Within the legal profession, elite firms with major corporations as cli-
ents had refused before mid-century to accept Jews as partners, and
WASP dominance of the profession had managed to confine Jews to
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the lowest-status legal work, “such as bill collecting, criminal law,
petty negligence suits, bankruptcy cases, small real estate closings,
and the like.” But in the postwar period, the nature of the legal profes-
sion began to change because of changing power relations and in-
creasing complexity in the society. New specialties, such as labor and
tax law, came to the fore, and Jewish lawyers emerged as leaders in
these fields. At the same time, the ties of tradition that bound large
corporations to exclusively WASP law firms weakened. The path was
now open for new, more ethnically diverse firms to establish them-
selves; and as they competed successfully with older firms, it was no
longer sensible, or profitable, for the latter to maintain their ethnic
exclusivity. Around 1960, the barriers to partnership began to fall.
While there may be some overstatement in the claim that “today the
law may well be the most religiously and ethnically, if not yet racially
integrated profession,”114 the law has plainly been transformed from
the bastion of WASP exclusivity that it was even at mid-century.

The struggles of white ethnics were not only with the groups above
them, who were seeking to keep the newer arrivals in a subordinate
position, but also with non-European groups, African Americans
above all, that at one point had the potential for parity with some
white groups, in particular those of peasant origins in Europe, who
flooded the lowest tiers of the urban labor market on arrival in the
United States. These struggles predate the period on which we have
focused this discussion, though they continued into it. At the time of
their mass arrival in the mid-nineteenth century, the Irish, for ex-
ample, were not clearly distinguished in social terms from African
Americans; and both groups did some of the same jobs. In attaining
ascendancy over these competitors, the Irish and other disparaged
European-ancestry groups aggressively laid claim to the status of
“white” and used a variety of means to mark their separation from
“nonwhites.”115 Segregation in the labor market was a key prong in
this strategy: “To be acknowledged as white, it was not enough for
the Irish to have a competitive advantage over Afro-Americans in the
labor market; in order for them to avoid the taint of blackness it was
necessary that no Negro be allowed to work in occupations where
Irish were to be found.”116 White ethnic workers often refused to
work alongside African Americans; and as we noted earlier, a large
number of unions, such as those in the construction trades, prevented
blacks from joining. Segregation in residence and thus in schooling
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was another key factor, and many scholars have noted its growing ri-
gidity in the second decade of the twentieth century, as European
ethnics and then in-migrating African Americans bumped against
each other in many industrial cities.117 The race riots of 1917–1919, in
which whites in more than twenty cities attacked blacks and drove
them out of what would become white areas, marked a critical mo-
ment, after which blacks were largely confined to racially homoge-
neous ghettos. The stage was set in urban America for the incorpora-
tion on unfavorable terms of post–World War II migrants—blacks
from the South, as well as Puerto Ricans and Mexicans.

This mid-century portrait, though complex, has not been exhaustive.
Other factors also played a role—for example, meso-level institutions
such as unions, churches and synagogues, and political clubs, where
ethnics of different origins came together and worked out ways of co-
operating with one another, thus bridging former ethnic cleavages.118

But we are convinced that, in broad outline, the themes we have
traced capture the aspects of the assimilation of descendants of ear-
lier immigrants that matter most for evaluating contemporary immi-
grants’ prospects for assimilation: social mobility, which provided
many white and Asian ethnics with a motive to assimilate and
brought them out of ethnic communities; cultural change in the ma-
jority group, which contributed to a lowering of the barriers keeping
ethnics in a subordinate place; and institutional changes stemming
partly from collective action by the ethnics themselves, challenging
exclusion by the majority group. It is tempting to add a fourth: social
closure directed against African Americans as a way of marking racial
out-groups and enhancing the racial bond presumably shared by
whites. Whether the existence of racial out-groups is essential to the
process of assimilation is the most vexed question in the entire Ameri-
can literature on ethnicity and race. We have already noted one ele-
ment of a negative answer: the socioeconomic advance of the south-
ern and eastern European second generation seems to have depended
to no more than a modest degree on the arrival of blacks and Hispan-
ics in northern cities. But this is not sufficient to close such a complex
question, which emerges also for the assimilation of contemporary
immigrant groups. We will meet this question again in our concluding
chapter.119

The experiences of the descendants of the earlier era of high-vol-
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ume immigration demonstrate the usefulness of assimilation concepts
and theory. The dimensions of assimilation defined by Gordon and
others appear to describe in meaningful ways a set of tremendous
changes that have taken place, largely since the middle of the twen-
tieth century, in the white and Asian populations. The American
mainstream has been transformed: in the early 1900s, the lives of a
majority of whites and Asians were firmly embedded within an ethnic
matrix—including native-born Protestants, who then drew a sharp
ethnic distinction between themselves and the children and grandchil-
dren of new immigrants—but by century’s end this was true of at
most a minority, and one moreover that has been declining in size. In
the earlier period, the jobs that whites and East Asians obtained, the
places where they lived, the people with whom they associated, and
the values and symbols they cherished were all determined in substan-
tial measure by the country from which their ancestors, or they them-
selves, had immigrated; moreover, these influences were usually not
subtle and hidden from view but were salient and acknowledged.
Samuel Freedman’s book The Inheritance evocatively describes this
thickly ethnic reality for one suburban New York family during the
1920s and 1930s:

A trolley line linked the West End [of New Rochelle] to the downtown
district, but most of the Italians rode it only for Christmas shopping and
other exceptional occasions. In their own half-mile-square enclave stood
a public school named for Christopher Columbus, a Catholic Church
dedicated to St. Joseph, and mutual-aid societies serving immigrants
from several separate regions. Every manner of shop operated within
walking distance from home—Marciano’s bakery, DiNapoli’s statio-
nery, Uzzi’s tavern, . . . even Zito the druggist with his patent medicines
and leeches.120

Realities such as this have been steadily eroded by acculturation and
the various other forms of assimilation, structural (or social), socio-
economic, and spatial. Granted, assimilation has not entirely erased
ethnicity as a significant form of social difference in the majority pop-
ulation; but it has reduced it to a matter of largely symbolic weight for
most and narrowed its meaning to a small set of social contexts.

It seems difficult to decide, based on a narrative of the assimilation
of descendants of the earlier mass immigration, whether assimilation
was more the product of systemic forces in American society or of his-
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torical contingency—unique sequences of events, unlikely to be re-
peated. Even though social mobility might be counted among the for-
mer, there is no certainty that the level of upward mobility in mid-
twentieth-century America will be repeated; it could therefore also be
placed on the other side of the ledger, where events such as the closing
down of mass immigration and the ethnic impact of World War II
must be placed. But, inevitably, large-scale social processes express
themselves through, and are entangled with, unique historical se-
quences. It is the task of social science to attempt to lift the veil of
history and to extract abstract models of the social dynamics that lie
behind its visible surface. We recognize that such models should gen-
erally be proposed in a tentative manner, for they may be subject to
contingencies that the analyst cannot discern from the available em-
pirical data.

In mid-century America, changes in the “life chances” of ethnics
were generated by a fairly drastic shift in the changes in the occupa-
tional structure and hence in the kinds of opportunities available for
those entering the labor market, accompanied by a rapid expansion of
the opportunity for education beyond high school. This dynamic, the
motive power for assimilation, could be expressed in an even more
general manner: whenever the opportunities for ethnics are greater in
the mainstream than in the ethnic economy, there is a motive for as-
similation, as the theory outlined in Chapter 2 emphasizes. The case
of eastern European Jews, the European group with probably the
most prosperous ethnic economic enclaves, demonstrates this. Two
other conditions are of course assumed: that ethnics are interested in
taking advantage of these opportunities, which in turn presupposes
that they have already acculturated to the status standards of the
United States; and that they are in a position to reach for them, which
in turn requires a large measure of linguistic assimilation and access
to education.

Other cultural changes, especially in the dominant group’s ideology
of superiority over minority ethnic groups, are also key to the pro-
cesses bringing about assimilation. The central events in this respect
may have been associated with World War II, ultimately convincing
many Americans, both WASP and ethnic, that they should place their
faith in the vision of America as a melting pot. The struggles of some
minority ethnic groups, especially Jews (and, earlier, Irish Catholics),
also challenged, albeit in different ways, the exclusionary dominance
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of WASPs, contributing to the perception of WASP dominance as un-
fair and opening up particular sectors of opportunity for colonization
by mobile ethnics. The main criterion here is that the dominant group
not be in a position to achieve social closure, barring all but token
members of the ethnic minorities from achieving parity.

These changes, in turn, increased the degree of social contact
among members of European-origin ethnic groups, as Shibutani and
Kwan could have predicted. In one phase, this led to a great deal of
residential intermixing among groups, especially in the suburbs. In
another, it has produced the high ethnic (and religious) intermarriage
rates that prevail today among whites and extend to Asian ethnics. As
a consequence, there has been an effective melding of ethnic groups,
producing a dramatic reduction in the social distances among differ-
ent ethnicities that prevailed in an earlier era.

The European American and Asian American experiences of assim-
ilation, though entangled with many historical contingencies and thus
impossible to replicate precisely at the beginning of the twenty-first
century, nevertheless offer useful clues as to what to look for again in
contemporary immigration.
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• C H A P T E R F O U R •

Was Assimilation Contingent on
Specific Historical Conditions?

There is impressive evidence of a powerful tide of assimilation among
European and Asian ancestry groups with very different characteris-
tics at the time of their immigration and quite varied histories in the
United States: Germans, whose ancestors populated sections of the
Midwest during the nineteenth century, often in rural areas, where
they could continue to use German as a language of daily life; Irish
Catholics, a rural proletariat that crowded into American cities dur-
ing and after the potato famine and provided a corps of raw labor
power that built railroads and canals until political success enabled
them to gain control over municipal employment in major American
cities; Italians, also a rural proletariat but one that arrived late in ur-
ban America and for a good part of the twentieth century seemed
consigned to a permanent place in the working class; East Asians, ex-
cluded by racist legislation and practices from civil society until insti-
tutional change in the post–World War II era dismantled legal barriers
to their mobility; and eastern European Jews, who, while they came at
the tail end of mass immigration from Europe, possessed entrepre-
neurial drive and a variety of industrial skills and consequently soon
distinguished themselves by rapid upward mobility but also by a
strong group consciousness. All these groups exhibit telltale signs of
advanced stages of assimilation. This does not mean, of course, that
all are assimilated in precisely the same ways or to the same extent,
nor does it imply that all members of these groups are assimilated to
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the same degree. Nevertheless, the rough uniformity of outcome is
hard to overlook, and it suggests the possibility that forces promoting
assimilation are well entrenched in the American social order, despite
all the historical contingencies that must be aligned in order to ex-
plain how assimilation has come about. Above all, these forces appear
to be concentrated in the structure of opportunities, a factor that has
compelled the descendants of immigrants to choose between the opti-
mum range of mobility chances, on the one hand, and strong attach-
ment to an ethnic community and culture, on the other. Those con-
fronted with this choice have not always been aware of its ultimate
implications.

Despite this picture, many scholars of contemporary immigration
reject assimilation as a likely outcome on a mass scale for post-1965
immigrant groups. They argue that assimilation is specific to a set of
historical circumstances that characterized mass immigration from
Europe but does not, and will not, apply to contemporary immigrant
groups:

Underneath its apparent uniformity, contemporary immigration fea-
tures a bewildering variety of origins, return patterns, and modes of ad-
aptation to American society. Never before has the United States re-
ceived immigrants from so many countries, from such different social
and economic backgrounds, and for so many reasons. Although pre–
World War I European immigration was by no means homogeneous, the
differences between successive waves of Irish, Italians, Jews, Greeks, and
Poles often pale by comparison with the current diversity. For the same
reason, theories coined in the wake of the Europeans’ arrival at the turn
of the century have been made obsolete by events during the last dec-
ades.1

Such declarations that the new immigration is sui generis and not
comparable to past immigrations are widespread in the recent litera-
ture.

In this chapter we address this viewpoint in some detail and also
consider several countervailing perspectives. We argue that the dis-
tinctions between contemporary and past immigrations have been
overplayed and that they are based to a significant extent on simplistic
readings of the historical experiences of European groups (much less
so in the case of Asians) which overlook features that might have
worked against assimilation and certainly made it seem far more
problematic to past observers than it appears in hindsight.2 Of course,
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even if distinctions have been exaggerated, they do still exist; further,
even if the similarities between past and current immigrations out-
weigh the differences, this fact would not by itself demonstrate that
the outcomes of both will be the same. But our key point is that the
significance of differences for the integration of the second and later
generations of the new groups is much less clear-cut than it is fre-
quently made out to be.

If many contemporary observers are skeptical about the prospects
for assimilation, what do they foresee as the fate of the descendants of
contemporary immigrants? In the final part of this chapter, we con-
sider the two main alternative conceptions of the incorporation of
ethnic groups into American society: segmented assimilation and rein-
vigorated pluralism (introduced in Chapter 1). If the assimilation per-
spective is problematic because of contingencies and limitations, one
has to ask whether the same is true for the alternatives. And indeed we
find them no less problematic. There are no grounds for viewing the
assimilation model as intrinsically inferior.

The Distinctiveness of the New Immigration

Observers have pointed to a number of actual or possible differences
between the circumstances of past and contemporary immigrations as
a basis for arguing that the fate of new immigrant groups will likely
differ from that of past groups. Let us consider these differences in
more detail.

Absence of a Foreseeable Hiatus in Immigration
The decisive halt in the stream of mass immigration from Europe
in the late 1920s, induced by legislated restrictions followed by the
Great Depression, is widely thought to have been fateful for those
ethnic groups.3 Scarcely had immigration begun to recover from its
depressed level during World War I when it plummeted once again
as a consequence of the immigration acts of 1921 and 1924, which
excluded immigration from Asia and erected quota barriers against
southern and eastern Europe, then the principal source of American
immigrants. In a series of abrupt steps, the change in immigration
rules led to a precipitous decline in total European immigration,
which fell from 650,000 in 1921 to a tenth of that figure just ten years
later. (The number had exceeded 1 million at its height in 1907.) Im-
migration from Europe did recover somewhat after World War II,
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fed in part by the resettlement of refugees; and the Immigration Act
of 1965, the centerpiece of current immigration policy, was enacted
partly in the expectation of increasing immigration from those Euro-
pean countries that had been the objects of discriminatory quotas in
the 1920s. But any such effect was modest and short-lived for most
groups. Although immigration from Italy, for instance, rose quickly to
about 25,000 a year in the late 1960s, the potential was quickly ex-
hausted, and after 1970 the number of Italian immigrants dropped, to
11,600 in 1975 and 5,500 in 1980. By 1985, down to 3,200, it had all
but collapsed.

The hiatus starting in the 1920s virtually guaranteed that ethnic
communities and cultures would be steadily weakened over time. The
social mobility of individuals and families would drain population
from these communities and undermine the cultures they sheltered,
since there were few newcomers to replace those who were departing.
Generational shifts would have a similar impact because there was lit-
tle replenishment of the immigrant generation. Over time, then, the
modal generation shifted from the immigrant to the second and then
from the second to the third. Since ethnic communities and the culture
and infrastructure they support play a pivotal role in providing incen-
tives for individuals to maintain loyalty to the group, the hiatus un-
doubtedly contributed to the extent of assimilation among Americans
of European and Asian ancestry.

Many observers believe that a similar halt in the contemporary im-
migration stream is unlikely. One reason is the apparent disinclination
of the federal government to ratchet down the level of immigration,
though this could change if the political temperature generated by im-
migration issues rises sharply.4 Legislation since 1965 such as the Im-
migration Act of 1990 generally has raised the level of legal immi-
gration; and given the strong constituencies supporting the various
provisions of modern immigration law, it seems unlikely that legisla-
tion could reverse this course in the near future. Moreover, recent
attempts to control the immigration flow have generally had unantici-
pated and even counterproductive consequences, perhaps, many sug-
gest, because the immigration-generating forces in the United States
and in sending societies are so powerful that they thwart or bypass the
feeble attempts of the U.S. government to harness them. A common
view is that restrictions on legal immigration will simply generate
equivalent surges in the illegal flow.5

The counterproductive effects of restrictive legislation are nowhere
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better illustrated than by the Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986 (IRCA), conceived at the time of its passage as a major step to-
ward the control of undocumented immigration. IRCA appears to
have exerted no more than a temporary check on the undocumented
flow, as its employer-sanctions provisions, intended to undermine the
labor market footholds of the undocumented, have turned out to be
largely ineffective and, if anything, have spawned an underground in-
dustry producing fraudulent identity documents.6 In addition, many
argue that the amnesty the law provided to long-resident illegals, al-
lowing them to legalize their status, has created an incentive for fur-
ther illegal immigration that will have lasting effects. Indisputably, it
will contribute also to legal immigration, because of the ability under
U.S. law of the legalized immigrants to bring in their relatives.

Movement across national borders appears to be an endemic fea-
ture of the contemporary world, and this adds to the difficulty of sub-
stantially limiting contemporary immigration. UN projections of the
world population suggest very large population increases in the near
future (by 2025), which will occur mostly outside the highly devel-
oped nations and thus add to the huge reservoir of people available to
move.7 Of course, emigration from less developed countries is a prod-
uct not just of population pressure but also of the curve of economic
development, such that broad segments of their populations have de-
sires that cannot be satisfied by their native economies, and of the his-
torical linkages that exist between less and more developed nations in
the international system.8 The ubiquity of American cultural products
in the form of movies, television series, and popular music advertises
the individualism and material standards of American society (albeit
with considerable distortion) and enhances the magnetic power of the
United States for potential immigrants. Finally, it is more difficult for
national governments to control emigration than was the case a cen-
tury ago, given the frequency of international travel. All these forces
seem likely to engender huge, difficult-to-control population move-
ments far into the future, as exemplified by the large legal and illegal
flows from Mexico to the United States.

If immigration to the United States continues indefinitely at its cur-
rent level, then population projections show that many of the ethnic
groups involved will be dominated by the first and second generations
for the next half century or more.9 This will create a fundamentally
different ethnic context from that faced by the descendants of Euro-
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pean immigrants, for the new ethnic communities are highly likely to
remain large, culturally vibrant, and institutionally rich under such
a scenario, and ethnic sub-economies, though they may not remain
affixed to particular niches, are likely to continue to offer channels of
mobility. In sum, there are likely to be strong incentives to keep ethnic
affiliations alive even for the third generation, as long as the distance
between the generations does not grow so great as to alienate them
from one another.

But however plausible the scenario just sketched seems from to-
day’s perspective, there is no guarantee that it will occur. If there is
any proven rule regarding population projections, it is that the pat-
terns of the present cannot be projected indefinitely into the future,
for they will change in unforeseeable ways. The level of immigration
could go up, to be sure, but it could also go down—as a result of re-
strictive legislation backed up by tougher enforcement, a decline in
the attractiveness of the United States to one or more of the main
source populations, a weakening of the forces generating emigration
from these countries, or some combination of these changes. Despite
the current pessimism about efforts to control immigration flows to
the United States, more effective control is not impossible, as the ex-
ample of Germany shows. Like the United States, Germany has land
borders with countries containing large numbers of potential immi-
grants, Poland in particular.10 But it has strict limits on immigration
and only a small resident population of illegals. A greater use of iden-
tity documents, which are required even of citizens, and a more unfor-
giving attitude toward illegals are a large part of the explanation for
Germany’s ability to control illegal immigration. To be sure, there are
serious impediments in American political culture to the use of iden-
tity cards. But if the control of immigration, and especially of its ex-
tralegal component, continues to grow as a social problem, then the
pressures for having some rigorous form of internal verification of le-
gal residence will grow in tandem. (We do not intend this statement as
an endorsement of identity cards.)

Moreover, the attractiveness of the United States to potential immi-
grants could decline for any of a number of reasons—such as changes
in the labor market that eliminate some of the niches exploited by im-
migrants, a decrease in the relative quality of life in the metropolitan
regions that are the main receiving areas for immigration, or a rise in
the relative attractiveness and accessibility of other countries as immi-
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grant destinations. Recent immigration history gives empirical force
to this point. When the Immigration Act of 1965 was under consider-
ation by Congress, the common argument was that it would lead
to greatly increased immigration from the countries of southern and
eastern Europe, whose applicants would qualify under the family re-
unification provisions. Italy alone was said to have a backlog of a
quarter million visa applications.11 Yet, although there was a tempo-
rary, modest rise in immigration from Italy, the anticipated surge did
not occur. In the interim, the United States had become less attractive
to prospective Italian immigrants because of the emergence of the Eu-
ropean Common Market, as it was then known. Why should Italians
come to the United States when they could go instead to Germany and
be able to return home at frequent intervals?

Raising the prospect of a future decline in the general level of immi-
gration is admittedly speculative. We are on firmer ground, we be-
lieve, in predicting that the immigration of some groups will decline
and will not live up to the assumption of continued inflow far into the
future. One reason for suspecting such declines is that the level of eco-
nomic development of some sending nations may approach or even
catch up with that of the United States, eliminating the principal mo-
tive for immigration. This has happened in the case of Japan, which
sent many immigrants around the turn of the twentieth century but
currently is the source of few immigrants other than managers of
Japanese companies and their families doing tours of duty at U.S.
branches. As of the beginning of the twenty-first century, it may also
be happening in Ireland, Korea, and Taiwan. Indeed, during the
1990s there were marked declines in Irish and Korean immigration:
between 1990 and 1994, the number of immigrant visas allocated to
Koreans fell by half, while the number returning home surged. South
Korea’s sustained economic growth, interrupted only briefly by the
Asian financial crisis, has altered the incentives such that those who
might have considered emigration in the past now remain at home. In
the case of Ireland, one of the world’s major sources of immigrants for
a century and a half, rapid economic growth in the 1990s appears to
have brought at least a temporary halt to emigration and even to have
induced a significant return migration.12 For groups whose immigra-
tion abates, the prediction of ethnic communities continually revital-
ized by new immigration will prove inaccurate.

Even immigration from Mexico, at present the largest flow into the
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United States and generally regarded as the most difficult to con-
trol, may not be immune from decline. Although economic trends in
Mexico during the last decades of the twentieth century generally had
emigration-enhancing impacts—unemployment rose, as did employ-
ment in informal sectors of the economy, while real wages fell—de-
mographic trends have been pointing for some time in the opposite di-
rection. Falling rates of fertility have slowed population growth, a
trend that is expected to continue. The biggest impacts of these demo-
graphic shifts will be on the youthful and working-age portions of the
population, from which future new migrants are most likely to come.
The high level of emigration of the 1980s and 1990s was associated
with rapid growth of the working-age population (persons fifteen to
sixty-four years of age), placing great strain on the Mexican economy.
The stabilization of this age group, the most critical one for migra-
tion, has been delayed because of a backlog of large birth cohorts. But
its rate of growth will fall off rapidly after 2010 and is expected to
come to a stop five years later. Should economic trends turn in a more
favorable direction, then it is likely that there would be some decline
in immigration.13

Racial Distinctiveness of New Immigrant Groups
It is commonly argued that the descendants of earlier European immi-
grations, even those composed of peasants from economically back-
ward parts of Europe, could eventually assimilate because their Euro-
pean origins made them culturally and racially similar to American
ethnic core groups. The option of assimilation will be less available to
the second and later generations of new immigrant groups because
their non-European origins make them more distinctive, with their
distinctiveness of skin color especially fateful.

While we wish to avoid at all costs a Panglossian optimism about
American racism, we find this argument less than compelling. For it
ignores the experience of the descendants of the earlier immigration
from Asia, who, despite “looking different” and despite a history of
discrimination against Asians, are showing strong tendencies toward
assimilation, including high rates of intermarriage with whites, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 3. Further, it treats perceptions of racial difference
as more rigid than they have proved to be historically.

Even in the European case, the view that the pathway to assimila-
tion was smoothed by a white racial identification is an anachro-
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nism, inappropriately imposing contemporary racial perceptions on
the past. There is ample evidence that native-born whites perceived
some of the major European immigrant groups, such as the Irish,
Jews, and Italians, as racially distinct from themselves and that such
perceptions flowered into full-blown racist theorizing during the high-
water period of mass immigration in the early decades of the twenti-
eth century.14 This is not just a matter of language usage in which
“race” was treated as a synonym for “nation” or “ethnic group.”
Many Americans believed that they could identify the members of
some groups by their characteristic appearance (e.g., “Jewish” facial
features), and nineteenth-century caricatures of the Irish frequently
gave them a distinctly simian cast. At first, these Europeans, begin-
ning with the Irish, were not clearly distinguished from African Amer-
icans. Evidence from the nineteenth century indicates that the Irish
rubbed shoulders with African Americans in urban neighborhoods;
competed with them for, and worked alongside them at, various jobs;
and socialized with them. It took awhile for the “whiteness” of the
Irish to be defined, and they were active agents in this process, eventu-
ally seeking to draw a clear social boundary between themselves and
blacks.15 A curious residue of such racial perceptions is a once com-
mon epithet for Italians—“guinea.” As H. L. Mencken observed in
The American Language, the term originated in a name for slaves
from the African coast. It is, in short, a color word.16

Over time, the racial perceptions of the most disparaged European
groups shifted. The Irish, and perhaps other groups, initially struggled
to create racial and social distance between themselves and African
Americans. But as these groups climbed the socioeconomic ladder and
mixed residentially with other whites, their perceived distinctiveness
from the majority faded. (World War II also had a powerful impact on
attitudes toward European and Asian ethnics, as discussed earlier.) In-
termarriage both marked this shift and accelerated it.

We see no a priori reason why a shift in the perception of racial dif-
ference could not take place for some contemporary immigrant
groups and some segments of others. We think here particularly of
newer Asian groups and light-skinned Latinos. In the case of Asian
groups, the already high intermarriage rates of their U.S.-born mem-
bers suggests the absence of a deep racial divide, a by-product in part
of the assimilation of the descendants of earlier East Asians. Even
so, we would not claim that racial distinctions between whites and
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Asians are on the verge of disappearing; indeed, the “whiteness” par-
adigm, which holds that groups assimilate by being redefined as un-
ambiguously white, is probably not the right model for possible shifts
in racial perceptions of the future. Much will depend on how the chil-
dren of intermarriages view themselves and are viewed by others.17

The racial diversity among Latinos creates other kinds of uncertainty.
Whereas approximately half view themselves as racially white, the
other half do not. Most in this group declare themselves to be racially
“other”—other than black or white—on the U.S. Census. While no
one is certain how racial appearance actually corresponds with cen-
sus data on race, it seems a safe bet that many Hispanics with brown
skin and indigenous features—the “mestizo/Indian phenotype”18—
place themselves in the “other” category. How much of a barrier U.S.
racial boundaries will pose for this group is an open question.

At this moment in time, the most pessimistic outlook concerns
those with visible African ancestry. For the most intractable racial
boundary in the United States remains that separating those deemed
phenotypically black from so-called whites, which has been fortified
by the historic legacy of the institution of slavery. Although formal
rules and their enforcement have sought to dismantle racial barriers
to integration, social norms, etiquette, and networks still regulate the
color line. It is worth recognizing that the black-white distinction as
found in the United States is not the self-evident consequence of “ob-
vious,” impossible-to-overlook somatic differences, but is, as a newly
reinvented terminology would have it, a “social construct.” Thus,
with its “one drop of blood” rule—a norm that is a direct legacy of
slavery—for assigning membership in the black category, it differs
from the racial distinctions employed in most other societies of the
Western Hemisphere where both African and European ancestries are
represented in the population.19 (As a cruel witticism has it, a white
mother in the United States can give birth to a black child, but a black
mother cannot give birth to a white one.) In particular, the American
practice of racial classification is more rigid and dichotomous than
the racial distinctions recognized in, say, Brazil or Puerto Rico: it lacks
the spectrum of intermediate racial statuses found elsewhere and re-
fuses the possibility that individuals with African heritage can change
their racial position through social mobility. It seems virtually certain
that this boundary, despite its social constructedness and potential
mutability, will exert a powerful influence on the possibilities of adap-
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tation for immigrant groups, depending on where they are situated
with respect to it.

Yet even the black-white boundary could ultimately be altered by
the racial dynamics unleashed by immigration. This is obviously in
the realm of speculation, not a prediction; and in any event there are
multiple possible scenarios, with quite different imports for racial di-
visions in American society. On the one hand, there is a decidedly pes-
simistic scenario, which foresees the United States continuing as a bi-
polar society, with the major line of racial cleavage separating blacks
from non-blacks.20 On the other, an optimistic scenario is that the in-
corporation of non-European groups into the racial majority will blur
the hitherto hard-and-fast character of the black-white divide. Until
now, the expansion of the racial majority to include previously dispar-
aged groups, such as the “swarthy” southern Italians, has not altered
the taken-for-granted character of the black-white divide because the
inclusion of these groups occurred by their being redefined as fully
“white.” But this divide will presumably become less and less possible
to maintain as Asian ethnics, rapidly increasing in number (4 percent
of the U.S. population in 2000), are brought into the majority. In
other words, as the ethnic and racial diversity that makes up contem-
porary society becomes part of the mainstream, prevailing concep-
tions of American racial identities will likewise undergo alteration.
This could undermine the transparency of these distinctions for many
Americans and thus affect the distinctions that set African Americans
racially apart. A continuing increase in the frequency of black-white
marriage, which has grown since the 1960s, and the demands of the
children of these marriages for social recognition of their multiracial
ancestry could also contribute to the muting of America’s most salient
and hitherto indestructible racial divide.21

Impact of Economic Restructuring on Second-
Generation Opportunity
The assimilation of Americans of European and Asian ancestry was
linked to opportunities for social mobility that, within a brief histo-
rical period, brought about a rough parity of average life chances
across many ethnic groups (though not within them, as life chances
remained structured by social class origins and other factors). These
opportunities were in turn based on historically contingent periods of
economic expansion that allowed immigrants of peasant origin with
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few work skills of relevance in an urban, industrial economy never-
theless to gain a foothold through steady employment, often in manu-
facturing sectors to start with. Similar openings, it is commonly said,
are not to be found with the same frequency in the contemporary
economy because of economic restructuring, which has led to the
elimination of many manufacturing jobs and the degradation of oth-
ers; instead there are low-level service jobs, which do not offer com-
parable wages, stability of employment, or mobility ladders. This re-
sult of economic restructuring is often described in terms of the
“disappearing middle,” sometimes pictured as an “hourglass econ-
omy,” with a narrowed band of mid-level jobs and bulging strata
at the bottom and the top.22 The presumption is that it will be more
difficult for the descendants of contemporary immigrants, many of
whom enter the labor force at or near the bottom, to make the grad-
ual intergenerational transition upward, because footholds in the
middle of the occupational structure are relatively scarce. Movement
into the top strata requires substantial human capital, particularly
higher educational credentials, not likely to be within reach of most
members of the second generation. A possible conclusion is that, to a
degree not true of European ethnics, the current second generation is
at risk of experiencing no mobility or even downward mobility.23

Without question, economic opportunities are critical to the as-
similation prospects of new immigrant groups. But we think that the
hourglass analogy conveys an extreme view of the restructuring of the
economy and consequently leads to an unduly pessimistic reading of
the prospects. This reading also insists on what is probably a false
parallelism, namely, that assimilation is likely only if the situation of
contemporary groups fairly exactly parallels that of earlier ones. With
respect to mobility, such an insistence overlooks the ability of individ-
uals and groups to adjust their sights and strategies to whatever eco-
nomic structures they find and the opportunities these afford. Perhaps
the pathways followed by earlier groups have been narrowed over
time, but others are likely to have opened up.

There do appear to be dualistic tendencies at work in the American
economy.24 They can be seen in the wages and social standing of new
jobs, for these are disproportionately in service sectors, which include
both “good” jobs in health and legal services, education, and finance,
and “bad” jobs such as those in fast food restaurants, and therefore
clump at both the high- and low-wage ends of the socioeconomic
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spectrum. Nevertheless, the overall distribution of jobs is still close to
unimodal: that is, its characteristic feature is a large bulge in the mid-
dle.25 The hourglass analogy, while it does reflect tendencies associ-
ated with restructuring, extrapolates them well beyond the changes
they have so far brought about. Moreover, these tendencies came to
the fore only during the 1970s and 1980s; it is quite risky to project
them indefinitely into the future, as would have to be the case for the
pessimistic scenario mentioned earlier to come true. The hourglass
analogy was introduced at a time of pessimism for the future, when
many analysts believed that Japan would soon overtake the American
economy. During the 1990s, however, structural transformation of
the economy as well as technological changes resulted in sustained
improvements in productivity, tight labor markets, declines in unem-
ployment, and economic growth that both opened and expanded ave-
nues for mobility.26 Hence, whether the economy will ever resemble
an hourglass it is premature to say.

The theory of segmented labor markets suggests the existence of in-
stitutionalized barriers to mobility which are in effect impermeable
for minorities and women.27 American society before World War II
and the civil rights movement was truly segmented by race insofar as
racial difference posed an insurmountable barrier to social mobility
for African and Asian Americans. In the post–civil rights era, race has
declined as a barrier to mobility.28 This is not to say that racism no
longer matters; it does, but it is manifested today mainly in informal
constraints rather than in formal rules as it was in the past. Research
has shown that metropolitan areas make up a single labor market,
not separate suburban and urban labor markets, nor segmented la-
bor markets divided by impermeable structural barriers.29 Segmen-
tation has served more as a heuristic idea than as an empirically
confirmed concept. As an adjective preceding the word assimilation,
“segmented” loses its heuristic meaning of an impermeable barrier.
The segmented assimilation hypothesis does not claim segmentation
in the standard meaning of the term; instead it points to divergent out-
comes. The concern is that, although some immigrant minorities
manage to move upward into the middle class, many immigrant
youths are at risk of experiencing mostly horizontal and downward
mobility in merging with underclass blacks in the central city.30 Na-
than Glazer and Patrick Moynihan in Beyond the Melting Pot were
perhaps the first to observe that West Indians were merging with the
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native-born African American population in New York City.31 In this
light, it seems reasonable to expect that Afro-Caribbean youths may
come to share similar life chances with black youths in the inner city.
Yet, while the concern for second-generation immigrant minorities
in central cities is warranted, the undifferentiated view of inner-city
black youths as having negative attitudes toward education and being
destined to join the underclass is not. It is not supported by studies
that show, for example, a convergence of high school completion
rates among blacks with those of whites during the last decades of the
twentieth century.32

Studies of local labor markets sustain the image of economic vital-
ity commonly associated with immigrant groups. One of the major
puzzles is why immigrants continue to throng into metropolitan areas
where so-called postindustrial economies are highly developed and
therefore the entry points needed by greenhorn immigrants are pre-
sumably limited.33 The New York City area exemplifies this paradox,
since it remains one of the most popular destinations for immigrants
even though its labor market has been contracting for some time and
its loss of manufacturing jobs in particular has been massive. New im-
migrants, however, have been able to penetrate and colonize a num-
ber of economic niches that whites have been leaving, including the
garment industry, construction, and technical positions in public ser-
vice.34 Even though some of these niches have undergone very sub-
stantial downsizing in the last quarter century—the “rag trade,” or
garment industry, is a prime example—positions are still available to
new groups, because whites are leaving these positions even more rap-
idly than they are declining, and African Americans have concen-
trated elsewhere in the urban economy, especially in public employ-
ment. In the case of the garment industry, the new generation of
whites, more specifically Italians and Jews, are not willing to take
over even the top ownership positions from their parents, so these too
are falling by default to the new immigrants. The jobs in the niches
where immigrants have established themselves should not be over-
estimated, for many pay poorly. But the point is that the immigrant
groups are able to get started in surprising ways in a difficult regional
economy.

Insofar as the sometimes subtle alterations in mobility patterns can
be measured, it would appear that the structural changes have so far
not diminished overall mobility opportunities. Moreover, the children
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of human-capital immigrants—professionals and technical workers—
who constitute a large part of the contemporary immigration, are ex-
periencing more rapid integration into the mainstream middle class
than the children of the turn-of-the-twentieth-century labor migration
from southern Europe. Their educational and occupational attain-
ment differs from that of the second generation of labor migrants,
past and present, in the large proportions who attend and graduate
from four-year colleges. Structural mobility, which played a crucial
role in the assimilation of the second and third generations of Euro-
pean immigrant groups, may be less for the descendants of labor mi-
gration, as one would expect from the claims about economic restruc-
turing—though this conclusion is premature in light of the continued
expansion of job opportunities for skilled workers and professionals
in newly emergent growth sectors of the American economy. But ex-
change mobility, which comes about through openings created by the
downward mobility of the children of relatively well-placed parents,
is now greater. This is another way of saying that an individual’s so-
cioeconomic origins are now less determinative of his or her adult po-
sition than they used to be: there is “more universalism, less structural
mobility.”35 The net effect of these changes, at least through the last
decades of the twentieth century, is that the gross amount of mobility
has remained about the same as in the post–World War II period de-
spite increasing levels of relative inequality.

The weakening hold of parental socioeconomic position on the
next generation (“more universalism”) is partly attributable to in-
creases in educational opportunity, and this factor looms as especially
significant for many of the new immigrant groups. The role of the ed-
ucational system is slighted by the hourglass analogy, which focuses
on the labor market. But the gradual extension of college education
into more and more strata of the population—a process that, as we
noted in Chapter 3, greatly accelerated in the two decades following
World War II—has had a positive impact on social mobility, because
for those with college degrees, there is little or no measurable connec-
tion between their socioeconomic position and that of their parents.36

Even for those who attend college but do not graduate, that associa-
tion is less than it is for individuals who do not continue their educa-
tion after high school. In other words, a progressive weakening of the
linkage between socioeconomic origin and destination occurs with
advancing education. In addition, the connection between social ori-
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gin and educational attainment has itself weakened over time. This
has happened because high school completion has become so wide-
spread as to be nearly universal (currently, nearly 90 percent of
twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds are graduates), because with ac-
quisition of a high school diploma, socioeconomic origins have less
impact on educational transitions, and because the college and uni-
versity sector has expanded to accommodate ever larger fractions of
the high school graduate pool.

The mobility pathway through a college education would appear to
be especially strategic for many new immigrant groups because of
their geographic location and their parents’ limited human capital.
New immigrant groups concentrate in metropolitan regions and
states where the opportunities for higher education are unusually
abundant. California and New York, in particular, have very large
higher educational systems, including the largest public systems in the
country, and these enroll many children of new immigrants, as well as
some of the immigrants themselves. The new immigrant presence has
ironically been reflected in the tensions over affirmative action on the
elite campuses of the University of California, since first- and second-
generation Asian students believed that their numbers in the student
body were being reduced by affirmative action admissions for African
Americans and Latinos (discontinued as of 1996). On the other coast,
the City University of New York has continued through its open ad-
missions policy its historic mission of educating the children of immi-
grants, though here, too, there has been controversy.37

Of course, the restructuring of the economy—even should it deepen
and make the hourglass analogy more accurate in the event of a pro-
tracted economic downturn—could not have an equally negative im-
pact on the opportunities of all groups because of the enormous vari-
ety in the financial, human-cultural, and social capital they bring with
them and in the degree of support provided by the communities they
enter.38 The significance of economic restructuring for the second and
subsequent generations would appear to be greatest for the “labor mi-
grant” groups such as the Mexicans.39 Even here, we caution that con-
trasts with the experiences of comparable European groups, such as
the southern Italians, can be overdrawn, for they too did not enter
an economy that was continuously generating a generous supply of
opportunities for secure employment and upward mobility. A large
portion of the second generation of southern and eastern European
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groups came of age in the teeth of the Great Depression. Like the chil-
dren of some contemporary immigrants, many responded to their per-
ceived lack of opportunity and rejection by constructing what are
now called “reactive identities,” premised on value schemes that in-
vert those of the mainstream. We know, for instance, that during the
1930s and perhaps afterward, the children of southern Italian immi-
grants were widely perceived as posing problems in the educational
system—they had high rates of dropout, truancy, and delinquency—
all signs that they were rejecting the conventions and values of a sys-
tem that they perceived as rejecting them.40 Yet analyses demonstrate
that the U.S.-born members of these groups experienced a fairly
steady upgrading in educational and occupational attainment, even in
the cohorts whose life chances would have been most affected by the
depression.41 And, as we saw in the last chapter, these groups have
now joined the mainstream. All of this suggests that pessimism about
the assimilation chances for contemporary immigrant groups owing
to economic restructuring is premature and perhaps exaggerated.

Changes in the Ideological Climate Regarding Ethnic and
Cultural Diversity
It is widely argued that societal expectations about the assimilation of
ethnic groups have fundamentally changed in recent years and that,
accordingly, the descendants of contemporary immigrant groups will
face diminished pressure to assimilate compared with those of earlier
immigrations. Indeed, European and East Asian immigrants and their
children did at times face intensely expressed demands that they sur-
render their cultural distinctiveness, such as the campaign for “100
percent Americanization” during World War I. The intensity of the
drive to force acculturation on early-twentieth-century immigrants
and their children sometimes took forms that read today like parody,
as in the case of Henry Ford’s compulsory English School, described
by John Higham in his magisterial analysis of nativism, Strangers in
the Land:

The first thing that foreign-speaking employees learned in the Ford
school was how to say, “I am a good American.” Later the students
acted out a pantomime which admirably symbolized the spirit of the en-
terprise. In this performance a great melting pot (labeled as such) oc-
cupied the middle of the stage. A long column of immigrant students
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descended into the pot from backstage, clad in outlandish garb and
flaunting signs proclaiming their fatherlands. Simultaneously from ei-
ther side of the pot another stream of men emerged, each prosperously
dressed in identical suits of clothes and each carrying a little American
flag.42

A compulsory dip in a pot that churns out streams of identical Ameri-
cans hardly represents a mature version of the melting pot ideal, but
when such a version did emerge after World War II, it too could be
seen as strong encouragement of assimilation and implicitly as a dis-
paragement of what were then seen as the parochial, limiting bonds of
ethnicity.

Claims that the ideological climate has changed usually refer to
multiculturalism, a term of ambiguous meaning, which is nevertheless
understood by its advocates as a revocation of earlier American cul-
tural beliefs about assimilation, and to bilingual education, which
holds out the possibility of institutional support for cultural diversity.
Both seem rather narrowly focused on educational institutions and
curricula. This is obvious in the case of bilingual education, but multi-
culturalism too is most often discussed in the context of academic dis-
ciplines, especially in the humanities and social sciences, and thus the
resonance of multiculturalist thinking outside of educational spheres
is unclear.43 The term, moreover, has a range of possible meanings. At
one end of this spectrum, it refers to an undeniable empirical fact:
namely, that plural cultures (as represented, say, by languages) can be
found in the United States. But in this sense of the term, there is no
novelty in multiculturalism, for the existence of multiple cultures has
long been part of the American experience, and in fact a plausible case
can be made that in the past the United States has been more cultur-
ally heterogeneous than it is today.44 At the other end, the term sug-
gests a grand ambition, to raise minority cultures to parity with the
majority one (or ones). If so, then it has failed to spell out how such
parity might be attained. One critical dilemma it fails to surmount is
an asymmetry of expectations: while members of a minority culture
are expected to be bi- (but not multi-) cultural if they are to be suc-
cessful in the mainstream society, members of the majority culture
face no similar normative expectation and, in general, reject one cate-
gorically. Language exemplifies this dilemma: that is, native speakers
of other languages are expected to master English, unless they are pre-
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pared to suffer social and economic disadvantages. But there is no
equivalent expectation for native English speakers; learning another
language such as Spanish, probably not to the point of fluency in most
cases, is an option, perhaps one that will be widely exercised in the fu-
ture, but it will not be a normative requirement. Bilingualism, then, is
an issue for immigrant populations but not for native speakers of
English.

We have no doubt that Americans today are generally more toler-
ant of ethnic difference than was previously the case, but the question
is how far that tolerance extends. Survey data suggest that it does not
go as far as strong forms of multiculturalism presuppose. Granted,
many Americans are prepared to endorse cultural diversity when it is
stated in vague terms and leaves unclear whether diversity is limited
to symbolic items such as food, holiday customs, and ethnic music or
whether it encompasses more fundamental differences of language
and behavior that manifest themselves in daily life. When, in 1994,
the General Social Survey asked a representative sample of English-
speaking Americans whether “racial and ethnic groups should main-
tain their distinct cultures” or “groups should change so that they
blend into the larger society,” opinions were rather evenly divided: 38
percent took an assimilationist stance, while 32 percent opposed it,
and the rest were squarely in the middle. (Asked again in 2000, the
question drew virtually identical results.) Further, when a question
was posed in very general terms about support for bilingual edu-
cation, a clear majority (68 percent) endorsed it.45 When, however,
specific bilingual options were presented, a rather different picture
emerged. The options were as follows:

1. All classes should be conducted in English so that children have
to learn English right from the start;

2. Children who don’t know English should have classes in their
native language just for a year or two until they learn English;
or

3. Students who want to keep up with their native languages and
cultures should be able to take many of their classes in Spanish
or other languages all the way through high school.

Eighty-four percent of respondents viewed bilingual education as no
more than a temporary aid to immigrant students. Specifically, 36 per-
cent favored the first option and 48 percent the second. Only 16 per-

142 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



cent endorsed bilingual education as a support for ethnic cultural
maintenance. Such data suggest that most Americans have not funda-
mentally revised their understanding of what Nathan Glazer identi-
fied in 1975 as the “American ethnic pattern”: ethnic difference is ac-
ceptable so long as it is voluntary and confined to private spheres of
family and community; the public sphere, especially its political sec-
tor, requires a common, English-language-based culture.46 It is not
surprising, therefore, that, among those respondents who affirmed
that “groups should maintain their distinct cultures,” the overwhelm-
ing majority, nearly 90 percent, believed that cultural maintenance
should be left up to the groups themselves and should not receive gov-
ernment support. Also consistent with this understanding is the high
degree of approval for making English the “official” language of the
United States. The survey defined this as meaning that “government
business would be conducted in English only,” and a law to require
this was favored by 63 percent of all respondents. In 2000, three-
quarters agreed with the statement that “speaking English as the com-
mon national language is what unites all Americans.”

In describing the American ethnic pattern, Glazer pointed to the re-
sistance of Americans to recognizing “subnational entities,” giving of-
ficial status to racial and ethnic groups. There are, of course, ways
that government does recognize racial and ethnic status, ranging from
census data categories to affirmative action.47 But most Americans are
still suspicious of organization along racial and ethnic lines. Thus,
asked by the 1994 General Social Survey whether “political organiza-
tions based on race and ethnicity promote separatism and make it
hard for all of us to live together,” 70 percent agree that they do. With
respect to immigration more specifically, 73 percent of respondents
expressed the opinion that “as a result of more immigrants coming to
this country,” it would become “harder to keep the country united.”

Thus, survey data offer little evidence that increased tolerance of in-
dividual difference extends to the point of endorsing a full-blown
multiculturalism, in which minority cultures attain something ap-
proaching parity with the mainstream one. Even at its most tolerant,
the American viewpoint seems better characterized as laissez-faire, ac-
cepting cultural practices and beliefs that depart from mainstream
norms so long as they do not infringe on the paramount status of the
mainstream. Insofar as this view represents a change from the past,
the shift is better described as bringing opinions with respect to ethnic

Was Assimilation Contingent on Specific Historical Conditions? • 143

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



difference into conformity with the traditional American core value
of individualism than as a revocation of past understandings about
ethnicity and assimilation. This interpretation is bolstered by ethno-
graphic studies of the interaction between contemporary immigrant
groups and the mainstream society, which indicate that expectations
of assimilation, particularly for the second and later generations, have
not been surrendered by most other Americans. For instance, Marga-
ret Gibson’s fascinating account of Punjabi Sikh children in a Califor-
nia school system reveals persistent expectations from Anglo children
and teachers that immigrant children will acculturate to a white, mid-
dle-class American standard.48

Even if the United States were to embrace officially an affirmative
policy of multiculturalism, of lending support to group efforts to
maintain cultural difference, it is far from clear that this would have
much impact on the informal, ground-level pressures to assimilate. A
comparison with Canada, which adopted multiculturalism as its of-
ficial policy at the federal level in the early 1970s and has even modi-
fied its constitution accordingly, is illuminating. Multiculturalism, as
opposed to the biculturalism of the English-French divide, was in-
tended to hold out to new immigrant groups, mostly coming from Eu-
rope, the prospect of avoiding assimilation into the two dominant cul-
tural blocs. Concretely, the policy offered government support for
efforts at cultural maintenance. A study of the Canadian experience
concludes, however, that in terms of cultural retention by immigrant
groups, the United States and Canada are more similar than different,
and that any differences between them are the consequence of the
greater proportion of immigrants in the Canadian population rather
than the workings of multiculturalist policy.49 The day-to-day pres-
sures to assimilate are powerful in both societies, and consequently
“both countries are moving toward ‘symbolic ethnicity’ at about the
same pace—a movement, it should be recalled, that can be observed
clearly only over generations.”50 This statement does not apply to the
gulf between English- and French-speaking Canada, a division rooted
in a history of colonial settlement and conquest rather than immigra-
tion into an established society.

Finally, the contrast between the ideological climate confronting
earlier, European immigrant groups in the United States and that
faced by contemporary groups is overdrawn, like other distinctions
we have discussed. A position with apparent similarities to multicul-
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turalism—namely, cultural pluralism—was articulated with intellec-
tual vigor in the final decades of mass immigration from Europe and
enjoyed the support of some prominent Americans, such as John
Dewey.51 Earlier immigrant groups also managed to find or create in-
stitutional support for their cultural diversity, which ranged from the
establishment of Catholic school systems by Irish and other Catho-
lic immigrants to the use of German as a language of instruction in
public school systems in many parts of the Midwest. At the end of
the nineteenth century, the public schools in cities such as Baltimore,
Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Indianapolis, as well as in many smaller
cities and towns, offered “truly bilingual programs with the school
day divided between German and English.”52 If programs that in-
volved an hour of German instruction per day are counted, then bilin-
gual education was available to the children of German immigrant
parents in as many as twenty-five states. Ohio was in the vanguard be-
cause of a law that permitted a German language program wherever a
sufficient number of parents asked for one; and it appears that there,
at the beginning of the twentieth century, about half of the children of
German immigrants were in such programs.53 (One of the many iro-
nies of American history is that Dwight D. Eisenhower, the com-
mander in chief of Allied forces in Europe at the end of World War II,
came from a German-speaking Kansas family; Eisenhower’s grandfa-
ther, the fourth generation of the family in America, was a preacher
who delivered his sermons in German, the language he also spoke at
home.)54 Other mother tongues, French and Polish among them, also
found institutional anchors in public or parochial school systems.

The Emergence of Transnationalism
Transnationalism refers to the possession of ties to two (or even more)
societies and, at its extreme, implies that individuals can be literally at
home in, and participate in the life of, places that are separated by na-
tional borders and may even be at quite distant points on the globe.55

It encompasses “the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain
multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of ori-
gin and settlement” and leads to “social fields that cross geographic,
cultural, and political borders.”56 This phenomenon has long been as-
sociated with international migration. Transnationalism existed dur-
ing previous eras of immigration to the United States, especially dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the advent
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of steamship travel rendered the transatlantic journey more predict-
able and thus made it feasible for some Europeans to become seasonal
labor migrants, who returned annually to their home villages. Among
the Italians, “many young men crossed to the United States in the
spring, worked until the late fall, saving and sending money home,
and returned for the winter.”57 Abundant data demonstrate that many
immigrants from other countries intended their stays in the United
States to be short; to return home with money in one’s pocket was the
goal of the majority. Ties to the village and family left behind were
also kept up through remittances of a portion of the money immi-
grants earned in the United States. The sojourner orientation of the
new immigrants from southern and eastern Europe was one reason
why this immigration was disparaged by early-twentieth-century na-
tivists. Among observers more sympathetic to the new immigrants
was Randolphe Bourne, who wrote in his famous 1916 essay “Trans-
national America”: “Along with dual citizenship we shall have to ac-
cept, I think, that free and mobile passage of the immigrant between
America and his native land. . . . To stigmatize the alien who works in
America for a few years and returns to his own land . . . is to ignore
the cosmopolitan significance of this migration.”58

To distinguish present-day transnationalism from that of the past,
contemporary analysts argue that the quantum leap in the ease of
international transportation and communication has meant a quali-
tative shift in the locus and substance of migrants’ lives. Air travel,
telephone, videotapes, and E-mail have transformed the linkage of
immigrants to homeland communities.59 In the past, “it was not possi-
ble for would-be transnational entrepreneurs to travel to Poland or It-
aly over the weekend and be back at their jobs in New York by Mon-
day.”60 It is possible today.

Further, the significance of these technologically engendered possi-
bilities is enhanced by several contemporary forces. One is the global-
ization of capitalism, which allows firms to integrate facilities located
in countries widely separated from one another into a single system of
production, one that takes advantage of the labor economies obtain-
able in Third World nations and is flexible enough to adjust quickly to
product changes required by market shifts or technological upgrad-
ing. Globalization thus makes it possible for Third World entrepre-
neurs—often recruited from the ranks of migrants who possess valu-
able ties in the advanced economies—to establish small factories
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whose products then enter into the streams flowing across national
boundaries. Alejandro Portes points to “hundreds of small and me-
dium-size factories, commercial ventures, and financial agencies” in
the Dominican Republic founded and operated by former immigrants
to the United States and notes that the entrepreneurs are “not ‘return
immigrants’ in the traditional sense of the term,” for they “travel
back and forth to take advantage of economic opportunities in both
countries.”61 Globalization also contributes to the motivation to be-
come a transnational entrepreneur, since this form of capitalism, ac-
cording to Saskia Sassen and others, makes immigrant workers more
vulnerable than ever. Leaving the ranks of the employed (and, some-
times, of the unemployed) to become an employer is then a way of
gaining greater security as well as a form of resistance to the powerful
tentacles of international mega-firms.62

Another force lies in the attempts by sending states to hold onto the
loyalties of their sons and daughters on American shores. Some ob-
servers claim, for example, that the Korean community in New York
has been regarded by the Korean government as an outpost of the
homeland, to be used to promote its interests under the guidance of
the Korean Consulate General.63 In an action with far wider potential
ramifications, Mexico in 1998 amended its constitution to permit
Mexican-born U.S. citizens and their U.S.-born children to regain
Mexican nationality. This action was intended to grant them the eco-
nomic rights of Mexican citizens (e.g., to own land), not the political
rights, but it caused an uproar in the United States nevertheless, espe-
cially in regions where many Mexican Americans live. Although some
commentators feared that this could rekindle the homeland loyalties
of Mexican Americans and transmute them into a force exerting influ-
ence in U.S. politics on behalf of Mexico, the practical significance
may turn out to be limited. The change appears to have unleashed not
a wave of applications for Mexican passports but a trickle: only 26,000
in the first three years.64 The promotion or exploitation of homeland
ties for state ends has not been a one-sided process involving only
sending nations. During the cold war, the United States used immi-
grant communities for its own ends, as exemplified by the attention
lavished on Baltic émigrés (Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians)
from the so-called captive nations, as a means of broadcasting the
contrast between American freedoms and communist totalitarianism.

Such examples have led some observers to extrapolate to the con-
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cept of “de-territorialized nation-states,” whose membership does not
just encompass resident citizens but extends also to immigrant dias-
poras.65 Adding to the potential for political transnationalism is the
growing acceptance in U.S. law of involvement by U.S. citizens in the
life of other nations. In principle, the law still discourages dual citi-
zenship in that it supposedly requires aliens who are naturalizing
to renounce their previous citizenship. Dual citizenship nevertheless
arises with some frequency among contemporary immigrants, who
are no longer required to surrender their previous passports (and even
if they were, they could apply to regain their original nationality if
homeland law allows dual citizenship). It also is found among the
U.S.-born children of immigrants, who are American citizens by vir-
tue of the jus soli, or birthplace, principle in U.S. law but may also be
citizens of another nation, if the laws of that nation attribute citizen-
ship through parents (the so-called jus sanguinis principle). A number
of countries with large immigrant populations in the United States—
the Dominican Republic and Ireland, to cite two examples—permit
dual citizenship; and U.S. law does not require that passively acquired
citizenship in another country be relinquished. More surprising is that
it also no longer penalizes active citizenship in another nation, as indi-
cated by serving in its army or voting in its elections. While such ac-
tions were once seen as disqualifications for American citizenship and
potential grounds for expatriation, this has not been the case since the
Supreme Court decided in Vance v. Terrazas (1980) that only “subjec-
tive intent” to relinquish U.S. citizenship, rather than an action con-
noting allegiance to another nation, precipitates expatriation. Further,
there is no bar preventing American citizens, whether U.S.-born or
naturalized, from acquiring citizenship in other nations, where the
laws of these nations permit them to do so without renouncing their
American citizenship. Ireland, for instance, has established a proce-
dure for Americans and others with Irish-born grandparents rather
painlessly to obtain Irish citizenship. Developments such as these have
led some legal and political scholars to foresee a dawning era when
plural citizenship will have become common and even “normal.”66

We are not there yet, though.
The novelty and significance of contemporary political trans-

nationalism can be exaggerated, however. As Nathan Glazer pointed
out half a century ago, some Old World nationalisms have had a more
vigorous life in the freer atmosphere of the United States than they
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could in their original homelands.67 This was true in particular for Eu-
ropean immigrant groups from minority populations submerged in
multiethnic states dominated by others, nations that were not yet
states, such as the Czechs of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Glazer
notes that “the first newspaper in the Lithuanian language was pub-
lished in this country, not in Lithuania,” and that “the Erse revival be-
gan in Boston, and the nation of Czechoslovakia was launched at a
meeting in Pittsburgh.”68 Occasionally, actions on behalf of oppressed
fellow ethnics across the seas took extreme forms, as when in 1866 an
armed force of Irish Americans, organized by the Fenian Brother-
hood, which “conducted itself as an important international power,”
staged an abortive invasion of Canada in the hope of dealing a dam-
aging blow to England.69 More generally, the domestic political pres-
sures exerted by Irish Americans on behalf of Irish freedom were a
staple of American politics through much of the nineteenth century,
providing the occasion for the derisive slogan “Rum, Romanism, and
Rebellion,” which contributed to the defeat of the Republican presi-
dential candidate, James G. Blaine, in 1884. The early twentieth cen-
tury witnessed similar transnational involvements, as when more than
40,000 Greek Americans were recruited by the Pan-Hellenic Union to
fight for their homeland in 1912–13.70 Too numerous and obvious to
describe in detail are the efforts since then by ethnic groups to pres-
sure the American government into actions to further the interests of
their brethren overseas.

To cite past parallels is not to deny that there are some new ele-
ments in contemporary transnationalism. And certainly there are
some suggestive examples of its force, such as the Mexican immi-
grants in the New York City area who meet regularly to plan and con-
tribute to improvements in their home village of Ticuani in southern
Mexico and even fly home for the weekend to chart the progress of
these projects.71 Nor are the instances of transnationalism necessarily
confined to a modest scale. The Cuban and Nicaraguan communities
of Miami have prospered in part from the access to Latin American
business circles resulting in some cases from direct personal connec-
tions as well as common language and cultural bonds.72 Thus, these
Miami communities can be seen as nodes where the filaments come
together, creating networks that leap over national boundaries and
move capital, projects, and information across great distances. This
is the sort of image that contemporary analysts of transnationalism
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have in mind when they see in it a larger significance than it has had in
the past.

Such examples, while they demonstrate the continuing involvement
of many immigrants and their families in the life of the places from
which they came, seem less conclusive to us. It is hard to be sure from
examples alone just how different the transnationalism of the present
is from that of the past and what the long-run significance of any dif-
ference is. It is also very difficult to be sure about the quantitative
extent of contemporary transnationalism. Obviously, examples by
themselves cannot say what percentage of immigrant populations is
affected by transnationalism and whether this is a larger fraction than
in past immigration eras.

An even bigger question mark hovers over the ability of transna-
tionalism to cross generations on a large scale. Chinese immigrants
sustained transnational migration for up to three to four generations
from the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century as an
adaptation to exclusionary immigration laws. Once racist immigra-
tion laws were abrogated, however, Chinese American transnation-
alism shifted to the now familiar pattern of nuclear and extended
families migrating to establish permanent residence and acquire natu-
ralized citizenship.73 Neither the common examples nor the argu-
ments about the distinctiveness of transnationalism in the contem-
porary context are persuasive that U.S.-born generations will be
transnationalist in orientation. An interview one of us conducted with
an Italian immigrant in southern Germany gives concrete shape to our
doubts. Transnationalism is extremely common among the immi-
grants to Germany because of the proximity for many to their home-
lands. Italy, for example, is just a long drive away. The respondent de-
scribed his regular trips to his hometown (in northern Italy) and the
relationships he maintains there with individuals he grew up with.
The questioning then turned to his adult children and whether they
also visited his hometown with such regularity and had an experience
similar to his. They were less interested, he observed almost with de-
tachment, for there were few paesani with whom they could make a
passeggiata around the town square (the stroll that is an Italian social
ritual); they lacked the dense web of connections originating in child-
hood. In short, they were not at home there as their father was.

We suspect that a similar degradation will happen across genera-
tions in most immigrant families in the United States, even when the
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immigrant generation is able to maintain ties in multiple places. Few
families will be truly at home in more than one place. Having multi-
ple domiciles generally requires unusual economic circumstances, ei-
ther considerable affluence or reliable employment (serial or simulta-
neous) in different places; a special case occurs when an individual’s
employment has a transnational character—such as importing—but
this is not common. Thus, most immigrant children are unlikely to
grow up in two societies; they will be like the children of the Italian
immigrant in Germany.74 Moreover, if the long-standing three-genera-
tion pattern of mother-tongue attrition applies on a large scale to con-
temporary immigrant groups—and so far there is no evidence to sug-
gest that it will not (see Chapter 6)—then the second and even more
the third generations will not be fluent enough in the mother tongue
to maintain close ties with natives in the homeland. In sum, trans-
nationalism is an important phenomenon, but its ramifications for
U.S.-born generations are at best unclear, and more than likely to be
modest in magnitude.

Moreover, transnationalism in the form of political attachment to
the homeland may run afoul of the desire of many ethnics to demon-
strate their patriotism to their new country. This is an old theme in the
American experience: the second generation has often been zealous in
its expression of American patriotism, partly out of a need to com-
pensate for uncertainties about its acceptance in American society. It
is too early to pronounce any final judgment about the contemporary
extent of American patriotism among immigrants and their children,
but there is evidence that Mexican Americans are quite patriotic, sup-
porting core elements of American political culture, “the American
creed.”75

Political transnationalism may also come under threat from the
host state. There is a risk in extrapolating into the future from very re-
cent developments, such as the spreading possibilities for plural citi-
zenship. Threats to transnational involvements do not generally de-
velop in strictly linear relation to the phenomenon itself but emerge
with suddenness, and sometimes finality, when transnationalism
comes into open conflict with the interests of the state on whose terri-
tory immigrants reside. Perhaps no transnational project on American
soil has ever been as vigorous as the case of the Germans in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. German immigrants sometimes
thought of themselves as recreating a separate German cultural sphere

Was Assimilation Contingent on Specific Historical Conditions? • 151

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



in the United States, and numerous towns where they settled were
given German names (such as King of Prussia, Pennsylvania, and
Frankfort, Kentucky). At a relatively late point in American history,
the great majority of the foreign-language press was published in Ger-
man. As described earlier, the German language was unusually tena-
cious across the generations, supported by bilingual public education
in many states. Germany also did not lose sight of its sons and daugh-
ters abroad, in the United States and other nations, the so-called
Auslandsdeutsche. In 1913, on the eve of World War I, a new citizen-
ship law there made German parentage the key determinant, thus al-
lowing the Auslandsdeutsche and their descendants to retain German
citizenship. Yet the vigor of German transnationalism in the United
States came to an abrupt end within a few years. When World War I
broke out, German Americans agitated on behalf of their embattled
fatherland, campaigning in 1914–15 for an embargo on the export of
war supplies with the goal of depriving England of American muni-
tions. Their activities fed the suspicions of other Americans about
the reliability of German American loyalties. Theodore Roosevelt re-
sponded with a thundering denunciation of “hyphenated Ameri-
cans”; some states banned the teaching of German, the publication of
German-language newspapers, even the use of the language on the
streets or over the telephone; intense anti-German feeling produced
occasional violence against those who dared to display German cul-
tural loyalty. By the end of the war, many Americans of German an-
cestry had surrendered to the crusade for their “100 percent Ameri-
canization,” as individuals and even towns changed their names to
become more innocuous.76 The hold of German Kultur had been deci-
sively broken.

Perhaps the German case is too extreme to form a basis for judg-
ments about contemporary transnationalism since it involves loyalties
to a nation that became an enemy in war to the United States. Never-
theless, the heightened government monitoring of American Muslim
communities after the September 11, 2001, destruction of the World
Trade Center suggests the power of exogenous events to create suspi-
cion about loyalty. The potential for conflict with state interests is
present, however, even without war or overt enmity. The political
news immediately following the 1996 election was dominated by the
alleged fund-raising improprieties of the Clinton reelection campaign,
in which an important element was the reported attempts by foreign

152 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



firms and governments to influence U.S. decisions through donations
made by some Asian Americans. More conflicts of this sort undoubt-
edly lie ahead.

Legitimation of Racial/Ethnic Categories by the State
A final line of argument frequently introduced to distinguish between
past and contemporary immigrations looks to changes in state poli-
cies, specifically the rise of affirmative action and related regulations
and laws. These are held to create fundamentally different circum-
stances from those faced by the descendants of previous waves of im-
migration. Today the state, by favoring minority groups in promotion
and hiring, the awarding of contracts, and the drawing of voting dis-
tricts, creates incentives for members of these groups to maintain
some ethnic connections or otherwise lose the potential benefits of
membership. Indeed, the state may have created “group interests”
that will be defended even by minority individuals who perceive no
direct benefit for themselves. In addition, such policies institutionalize
racial and ethnic categories by requiring individuals to identify their
racial/ethnic origins on numerous occasions, as when applying to a
school or for a job. These data are used in turn to produce reports on
the representation of different groups in various spheres—for exam-
ple, in managerial and professional occupations or among college stu-
dents—and many of these filter into public consciousness, generating
an atmosphere of discourse apparently permeated by racial and ethnic
categories. In more than one respect, then, the policies enhance racial/
ethnic identification and militate against assimilation.77

Affirmative action may have been devised to assist black Americans
and other domestic minorities to overcome the handicaps resulting
from centuries of legal and social disadvantage, but it has been ex-
tended over time to encompass many contemporary immigrant
groups.78 Its extension to some Latino immigrant groups, Mexicans
and Puerto Ricans in particular, was logical, since these could also be
construed as long-resident domestic minorities that had suffered sys-
tematic disadvantage (in the Mexican case, to be sure, this character-
ization applies strictly to only a small percentage, since the great ma-
jority of the group is descended from immigrants who have arrived
over the last hundred years). But since nonwhite color is understood
in common discourse to be the source of these disadvantages, pref-
erential policies were also extended, almost ineluctably, to nonwhite
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immigrant groups, despite the absence of any burdens from past dis-
crimination in the United States. Thus, the Small Business Adminis-
tration included immigrants from Sri Lanka and Tonga among those
eligible for preferential treatment in the granting of loans, and Indian
entrepreneurs have been among the beneficiaries of minority set-
asides for public contracts in Ohio.

The hypothesis that state actions can positively affect racial and
ethnic identities would seem to be supported by developments in the
Native American population. Since 1960, when the census converted
to the self-identification of race, the number of Americans claiming to
be American Indian has soared, increasing by more than 100 percent
in just the following two decades—well beyond what can be ex-
plained by natural increase. Evidently, many individuals who previ-
ously claimed to be “white,” or in some other racial category, have
switched their identity to American Indian. Most plausibly, they are
of mixed Native American and other ancestry and no longer feel the
need to present themselves as non-Indian. Several logical hypotheses
connect this switch with changes in the political and legal environ-
ment of autochthonous groups—such as the enactment of more fa-
vorable federal policies; an increase in tribal wealth, largely as a con-
sequence of successful suits over land claims and of the legally
privileged position of tribal lands as sites for casinos; and greater Na-
tive American militance.79 Yet there is at present no convincing evi-
dence for any of these hypotheses; the link tying individual claims of
American Indian ancestry with tangible benefits is vague, and the
practical ramifications of switching to such an identity—for instance,
in terms of involvement with tribes and their cultures—insufficiently
investigated as yet. The surge in the number of American Indians re-
mains to be explained. It may simply be that labeling oneself “Indian”
has a cachet in many parts of the United States that it lacked before.
All that has been demonstrated at this point is that the number of in-
dividuals filling in the box next to “American Indian” on U.S. Census
forms has increased.

The impact of affirmative action and related “categorical” policies
on immigrant group identities is even more uncertain. For one thing,
these policies do not benefit all nonwhite immigrant groups equally;
in fact, they have worked against the interests of Asian Americans in
some settings. The arena where preferential policies have probably
had their most pervasive impact is that of college and university ad-
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missions. But this is precisely the area where Asian Americans need
little help, and the evidence indicates that minority preferences in ad-
mission usually lower, rather than raise, the chances of Asian students
for admission. This is indisputably the case for admission to the elite
campuses in the California system, and for this reason many Asian
Americans supported the 1995 decision of the California Board of
Regents to end affirmative action in admissions.80

Nor is it clear that all of the current forms of affirmative action and
racial/ethnic preferences will survive indefinitely. As of the late 1990s,
they are under siege and have suffered defeats on several fronts, in-
cluding the California decision. In addition, the University of Texas
Law School had its preferential admissions policy voided in court in
the Hapwood decision (1996), which applied to all public institutions
of higher education in the state. Congressional boundary lines drawn
up in several states to create majority-black districts in accordance
with the Voting Rights Act were thrown out by the Supreme Court.
In California, voters in 1996 passed a “Civil Rights Initiative,” also
known as Proposition 209, which bars state government from grant-
ing “preferential treatment” based on race or ethnic origin in employ-
ment, contracts, or education. Support for this resolution may have
been premised in part on the questionable notion that it was a pro–
civil rights, rather than anti–affirmative action, proposal. But there
is no reason to think that the electorate will generally support af-
firmative action if it is put to a vote, since surveys have usually shown
that the sentiment of the majority is against any preferential treat-
ment, even for black Americans.81 Support is undoubtedly even lower
for the notion that new immigrants, recently arrived in the United
States, should be the beneficiaries of such treatment, giving them ad-
vantages over, say, poor white Americans.82 Calls to eliminate new im-
migrants and their descendants from affirmative action policies seem
certain to grow in intensity as the proportion of these groups in the
population does.

In any event, here too the dividing line in the experiences between
the newer and older immigrant groups seems indistinct. True, there
were no affirmative action policies, as these are currently understood,
for the Irish, Jews, or Poles. But to a significant extent these and other
Europeans inserted themselves qua groups into political processes and
the labor market in ways that created tangible payoffs for ethnic
membership and thus should have promoted ethnic identities. That
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ethnic groups constituted themselves into interest groups in the do-
main of politics is one of the truisms of American history.83 Electoral
slates in many cities and states were overtly devised with ethnic con-
siderations in mind. In New York City it was long a political require-
ment that the major parties nominate a Protestant (a WASP), a Catho-
lic (Irish or Italian), and a Jew, though not necessarily in this order, for
the top three city offices. Irish Catholics so dominated the political
structure of some major cities that they were able in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries to convert municipal employ-
ment into an ethnic preserve.84 Similar preferential schemes skewed
hiring in specific industrial sectors in cities where immigrants and
their descendants were concentrated. Especially where craft union
membership was a job requirement, ethnic niches were carved out by
groups in control of union locals, as exemplified by the construction
unions in the New York City area, which were—and to some extent
still are—dominated by the Irish and Italians.85 Granted, the use of ra-
cial/ethnic categories in many such instances may have been informal
and tacit, rather than formal and overt, as in affirmative action. But
does this necessarily mean that they had less of a fortifying effect on
ethnic identities? We doubt that this was the case.

We have now discussed six objections that are commonly raised re-
garding the relevance of the European and Asian American assimila-
tion experience for contemporary immigrant groups. Our purposes in
this discussion should not be misunderstood. We have not intended to
demonstrate the falsity of the objections, which contain important
kernels of truth. Thus, we are not denying that there are differences,
and potentially important ones, between the immigrations of the past
and present, nor are we claiming that the parallels between the situa-
tions faced by the descendants of contemporary immigrants and those
of earlier ones are so strong that nineteenth- and twentieth-century
patterns of assimilation can be inferred as a likely outcome for new
immigrant groups. History rarely repeats itself exactly. But the dis-
tinctions between immigration eras are not nearly as clear-cut as they
appear in the objections, which generally overlook the complexity of
the historical record and oversimplify the European American experi-
ence in particular. A telling instance is the anachronistic assertion that
assimilation was relatively straightforward for past immigrants be-
cause they were white and will be more difficult for many contempo-

156 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



rary immigrants because they are not. This claim ignores a far more
complex story about the racial categories imposed on groups such as
the Jews and Italians and glosses over the fluidity of racial boundaries.
No one of the objections is, in our judgment, sufficiently strong to
rule out a priori the possibility of assimilation as a widespread out-
come for contemporary immigrant groups. They must not forestall
the hard work of evaluating, theoretically and empirically, the assimi-
lation prospects of the new groups.

Competing Models of Ethnic Incorporation

Another way to inquire about the suitability of the new assimilation
theory we laid out in Chapter 2 is by examining the strengths and
weaknesses of the two main alternative models of ethnic and racial in-
corporation: segmented assimilation and reinvigorated pluralism. Are
they inherently more plausible than the assimilation pattern for new
immigrant groups? If there are uncertainties hovering about the as-
similation model, perhaps there are equally weighty uncertainties
hanging over the alternatives.

The alternatives respond, in different ways, to the racial subordina-
tion and exclusion that have indisputably occupied a central place in
the American experience. They are less attuned to the typically fluid
situation of immigrant minorities. Of relevance here is the problem-
atic distinction between “race” and “ethnicity” (or “ethnic group”).
Scholars in the field of minority-majority relations differ on whether
these terms should be defined as distinct concepts or as different ex-
pressions of the same underlying phenomenon. Typical of the former
approach are the following definitions: “We . . . use the term race . . .
to refer to a group that is socially defined but on the basis of physical
criteria. . . . Ethnic groups . . . are socially defined but on the basis of
cultural criteria.”86 These definitions in effect portray ethnic and ra-
cial groups as distinct types, to which different social dynamics might
logically be seen to apply. The definitions lend themselves to the view
(though they do not require it) that members of ethnic groups have
the potential to assimilate into the mainstream through acculturation
but that this possibility is foreclosed to members of racial groups be-
cause of their identifiability.

By contrast, we prefer to cast “ethnicity” as the general concept
and to see “race” as a form of ethnicity. As discussed in Chapter 1, we
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base the general concept on Max Weber’s definition, whose core is the
notion that an ethnic group involves a “we-they” distinction where
“we” are defined, in “our” own eyes and those of others, on the basis
of a belief in shared ancestry or point of origin (whether the belief is
true or not). A racial group is, then, a type of ethnic group, one that is
socially identified mainly on the basis of putative phenotypical char-
acteristics. Admittedly, the concept of race stretches the Weberian
definition since racial membership is generally more imposed by out-
siders than elected by group members, but ethnicity is also to some de-
gree a function of outsiders’ perceptions (thus, Italian immigrants in
the United States became “Italians” rather than “Sicilians” and “Nea-
politans” partly through common treatment at the hands of native-
born Americans). Defining racial and non-racial ethnic groups along
Weberian lines makes it easier to see the important features they
share, such as cultural traits that set them apart from others and a
group consciousness defined in part on the basis of a distinctive his-
tory. These “ethnic” characteristics of racial groups require additional
explanation when race and ethnicity are defined as distinct phenom-
ena. (Of course, groups that are seen as ethnic but not racial, such as
the Irish and Italians, may also have some “racial” characteristics,
such as stereotypical physical features, by which members are some-
times identified and which in fact can enhance their sense of identi-
fication with the group.)87

A paradigmatic discussion of racial subordination and exclusion is
found in Robert Blauner’s Racial Oppression in America. Blauner
identifies “racial privilege,” defined as a “systematic ‘headstart’ in the
pursuit of social values,” as an intrinsic feature of American society,
deeply woven into its institutional fabric.88 This privilege has an eco-
nomic dimension, but it is not reducible to strictly economic terms—
to social class, in other words—for it also includes social and psycho-
logical dimensions: racial minorities provide a form of social base-
ment to which whites, on the main floors of the societal edifice, need
not descend. Further, Blauner stresses the institutional basis of racial
exclusion, arguing that “institutional racism” is more important than
individual-level prejudice and discrimination in accounting for racial
inequalities. He points in particular to institutions, such as schools
and police forces, that have a salient presence in minority commu-
nities and are charged with keeping minorities in their place and, if
possible, reconciling them to their lesser potentialities in the larger
society.89
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According to Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s highly influential
racial formation approach, race is an absolutely central and ines-
capable feature of U.S. society, and its paramount status cannot be
perceived adequately through the lens of what they describe as the
“ethnicity paradigm,” the “mainstream of the modern sociology of
race.”90 A distinctive emphasis in their approach falls on the social
construction of racial categories: far from being self-evident and thus
treatable as “givens,” these categories have often been painfully as-
sembled over long periods. A racial formation—the central concept in
their theory—represents the intersection of “race consciousness,” the
bricolage of meanings that has built up around race, on the one hand,
and economic, social, and political institutions into whose structure
and functioning racial meanings are interwoven, on the other. Such a
formation is a bulwark from which racial privilege is exercised in ev-
eryday affairs—to the benefit of some and the detriment of others, ob-
viously.

If racial categories are the sites of socially assembled meanings—
signifying and symbolizing “social conflicts and interests by referring
to different types of human bodies”91—then it follows that these cate-
gories can be altered by collective efforts. An unusual note sounded
by their approach is the fluidity of racial dividing lines, which are not
imposed by forces so deeply seated in the large-scale movements of
history as to render them beyond the reach of contemporary struggle.
Thus, their model allows more room for minority groups to challenge
and even alter the significance and meaning of racial categories than is
generally presupposed by other models of racial subordination. Al-
though they emphasize the possibility of change, they do not provide
a road map to attaining it, and it remains far from certain in their the-
ory that minorities will successfully challenge the racial system in the
United States. Change, one could say, is visible as a distant horizon,
but the road to get there is obscured by fog immediately ahead.

Models of economic segregation also are prominent in the back-
ground of the debate over assimilation versus the alternatives. Such
models view racial and ethnic distinctions as emanating from, or at
least reinforced by, structures embedded in the labor market of a cap-
italist society and imply that, absent a fundamental transformation of
the economic and social order, these distinctions will persist. The eco-
nomic model with the deepest influence on discussions of contempo-
rary immigration is the dual (or segmented) labor market model, de-
veloped in application to immigrant and other ethnic/racial groups by
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the economist Michael Piore.92 Its point of departure is an analysis of
the labor market as divided between sectors that are associated with
distinctive monetary compensation, mobility prospects, employment
stability, and other conditions of work. This dualistic structure origi-
nates with capital operating in a system where labor has achieved
power sufficient more or less to guarantee itself job security and a
high standard of living. Because of the costs of labor in the primary
sector, constituted by the “good” jobs there, capital requires a sector
where wages are low and jobs are insecure. The low ceiling on job
prospects in this sector implies that inequality within the sector is low,
and this in turn implies that the human-capital investments of its
workers, say, in education, are not rewarded as consistently or as am-
ply as is human capital in the primary sector.

These economic structures take on specific ethnic colorations be-
cause the sectoral placement of workers corresponds strongly with
their racial and ethnic origins (and also with gender). Non-immigrant
white workers represent the privileged stratum of the labor force and
typically prefer unemployment to accepting jobs in the secondary sec-
tor. In a modern welfare state, where the economic free fall of unem-
ployment is broken by a safety net, members of the privileged strata
are not generally forced down into the secondary sector (except per-
haps as a temporary expedient). Minorities and immigrants, then, are
shunted into the positions that white workers refuse. Indeed, the eco-
nomic raison d’être of immigration is to provide a supply of workers
willing to take these degraded positions. Dual labor market theory
thus provides an account in which immigrant minorities suffer more
or less permanent social and economic disadvantage. They are segre-
gated into a separate structure in the labor market, and their pros-
pects for escape (i.e., mobility into the primary sector) seem poor.

Dual labor market theory has been expanded and deepened by the
globalization theorist Saskia Sassen, who has used it as one corner-
stone of her influential general theory of international migration in
the contemporary era.93 Sassen’s theory encompasses the forces that
generate immigration waves in the countries where they originate as
well as in the receiving societies that call for immigrant labor. Immi-
gration streams flow into global cities, such as London, Los Angeles,
and New York, whose economies have entered a postindustrial phase
following the loss of the greater part of their industrial jobs to regions
where labor costs are cheaper. These postindustrial urban economies
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have strongly dualistic tendencies. At their upper end an expansion is
taking place in the number of “good” jobs in and around growing
headquarters of globalized firms. At the lower end, there is increasing
need for low-level service workers (e.g., janitors) in the headquarters
complexes and the other firms that develop around them, and for
more personal service workers, exemplified by immigrant maids and
nannies. Additionally, manufacturing does survive, but mainly in a
“degraded” sweatshop form that reproduces the exploitative condi-
tions associated with the early twentieth century. Immigrant workers
are needed for all these low-end positions, and many of them are
forced into the informal economy, where jobs are by definition “off
the books” and offer no benefits or claims on the welfare state (e.g.,
unemployment insurance). For obvious reasons, jobs in the informal
economy are the special province of undocumented immigrants.

A salient feature of all these approaches is their rigidity with respect
to ethnic/racial inequality. This is in no sense to portray them as static,
for they capture important shifts in the larger society. But all lodge
ethnic/racial inequalities in what would appear to be very durable
structures with boundaries that, if not actually impermeable, are
nearly so. The approaches contribute in different ways to the explana-
tion of these substantial inequalities but leave unclear that they will be
altered. Blauner’s analysis, for instance, tracing these cleavages back
to the modes by which groups have entered U.S. society, in some cases
centuries in the past, implies that they must be highly resistant to
change. At best, then, change would appear to require revolutionary
alterations to the U.S. racial order, a process not likely to be accom-
plished in the near future.

The segmented assimilation model combines rigid ethnic/racial
boundaries and economic segmentation.94 It envisions the second and
third generations as shunted along trajectories of incorporation
largely determined by their class origins, position in the U.S. racial
system, and residential location. While some members of these gener-
ations will experience assimilation into the mainstream, others will
undergo “downward” assimilation, that is, incorporation as disad-
vantaged racial minorities. The latter is especially likely for dark-
skinned Hispanics and Afro-Caribbeans who grow up in economi-
cally struggling families residing in the inner city. They have at close
hand the cultural models of the African American underclass and are
drawn to them as they experience at first hand racist discrimination,
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especially in schools and other institutions, and come to recognize
their very limited prospects for advancement.

The value of this model lies in its demonstration that assimilation
into the mainstream is not the only possible form of assimilation. Yet,
while risks of racial exclusion certainly exist for today’s second and
third generations, they do not foreclose assimilation of the more posi-
tive sort. The segmented assimilation model hinges on assumptions
that are not unproblematic. One is that racial boundaries will remain
inflexible and nearly impermeable. As we have seen, this has not been
true historically. We believe that it is unlikely to prove true in the near
future, because assimilation will modify boundaries by “blurring”
them; this possibility is foreshadowed in the already high rates of in-
termarriage involving the U.S.-born generations of new immigrant
groups and in the residential assimilation of their middle-class, lin-
guistically acculturated members (see Chapters 6 and 7).

A second key assumption is that upward mobility will remain out
of the reach of many in the second generation; in fact, they may even
suffer downward mobility, or they may experience the same socioeco-
nomic position as their parents as a form of downward mobility, judg-
ing its low status with the eyes of a native-born American rather than
with those of an immigrant. As we argued earlier, we think that a pes-
simistic reading of the prospects for mobility is unwarranted. More-
over, many critics of the conventional assimilation model often seem
to assume tacitly that a vault into the middle class is the prerequisite
for assimilation into the mainstream. This overlooks the import of the
modest upward movement experienced by many members of previous
second generations, such as the children of Italian immigrants during
the 1930s and 1940s.95

The crux of the matter, in any event, is the perception of realistic
opportunities for social mobility rather than actual attainment of
middle-class status. Even what appears to be no more than horizontal
intergenerational movement to an outside observer can be perceived
as an improvement by the children of immigrants. They may see gain
in working less hard or more regularly than their parents did, in mov-
ing to a better neighborhood, or being able to provide their children
with educational opportunities superior to their own. In this respect,
they are probably not any different from those who are already part
of the mainstream. Assimilation generally is rooted in individualistic
experiences of intergenerational mobility not dissimilar from those in
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the mainstream. A comparative study of mobility in sixteen countries,
including the United States, has found a pattern of “severe immobility
at the two extremes of the occupational hierarchy and considerable
fluidity in the middle.”96 Moreover, the mobility regime of modern in-
dustrial societies entails divergent outcomes insofar as most individu-
als remain in the same strata as their parents, and others experience
downward mobility. An expectation of universal upward mobility for
any large group is unrealistic.

The pluralist alternative to the segmented assimilation model repre-
sents an attempt to chart a safe route between the Scylla of racial sub-
ordination and exclusion and the Charybdis of assimilation. A fore-
runner is Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s Beyond the
Melting Pot, which depicted the persisting importance of group mem-
bership in New York and, by extension, American society. The au-
thors argued that ethnic/racial groups compete for niches in the urban
economy and for political power. The competition is unequal because
groups differ in their resources, which lie partly in the realm of cul-
ture, partly in their prior occupational experience, and partly in the
solidarity each group is able to muster. Yet in these respects, inequal-
ity would appear to be “soft” and malleable; Glazer and Moynihan
speak of a “Northern model” of group relations, “perhaps best real-
ized in New York City,” where “an open society prevails,” and “over
time a substantial and rough equalization of wealth and power can be
hoped for even if not attained.”97 But they do not present any definite
scenario whereby ethnic/racial inequalities will be overcome. In fact,
the coincidence of resources and groups reinforces ethnicity, as indi-
viduals find it in their interest to be group members.

The contemporary pluralist model also draws on ideas about soli-
darities rooted in economic situations and interests, building on the
notion that immigrants and their children can draw socioeconomic
advantages from ethnic solidarity and from the group’s cultural and
socioeconomic resources. (It also makes use of the notion of a new
transnationalism, which we have already addressed.) Such advantages
have been invoked to explain the exceptional entrepreneurial success
of some immigrant groups. In between is the concept of an ethnic
niche, which refers to any economic position—a type of job, say—
where a group is sufficiently concentrated to draw advantage from
it, typically by being able to steer its own members into openings.98

Much more extensive is the notion of a full-fledged ethnic enclave
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economy, encompassing a substantial number of firms in which ethnic
bosses employ co-ethnic workers.

According to its proponents, such an economy—a sub-economy, re-
ally—represents the strongest and most protective of communal con-
texts for receiving immigrants, who can expect not just the usual help
from kin and co-ethnics during the initial settlement process—such as
finding a place to live—but even jobs in firms owned by co-ethnics,
where working conditions are supportive of their cultural and social
needs. Alejandro Portes and his various collaborators have made
strong claims about the advantages that ethnics derive from such sub-
economies. These include economic returns to their human capital on
a par with those for native-born workers in the primary sectors of the
economy. Further, working in ethnic firms offers routes of mobility to
immigrants, who can move into supervisory positions or can even
learn enough of the business to open their own firms, perhaps with
advice and financial assistance from their former employers. Insofar
as the enclave economy is a viable equivalent to the primary sectors of
the mainstream economy, it provides an economic motive to remain
within an ethnic social and cultural milieu and thus constitutes a dis-
incentive to assimilation.99

These claims about the benefits of ethnic enclave economies for
workers have been challenged, and research shows that the principal
economic benefits flow to owners rather than employees of enclave
firms.100 But even if the enclave economy model were fully persuasive
about the compatibility of ethnic solidarity and socioeconomic suc-
cess, it is not one that holds this promise for every immigrant group.
For only some groups—such as the Cubans of Miami and the Koreans
of Los Angeles—possess the wherewithal to follow this route. No
doubt there will be others, but it would appear that some unusual
conditions must come together for such an enclave to emerge. Con-
sider the Cuban ethnic economy of the Miami area, the prototype for
the model. Because of its origins in the Castro revolution, the Cuban
immigration in its early years included a large portion of the island’s
former political and business elites, some of whom brought financial
capital with them and many of whom possessed business acumen. As
a refugee group, the Cubans also benefited from government pro-
grams not available to ordinary immigrant groups, ranging from the
immediate financial support, resettlement assistance, and job retrain-
ing offered by the Cuban Refugee Program to the access to American
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colleges opened up by an Office of Education loan program targeting
Cuban refugees, and finally to the unusual concentration of business
loans granted by the Small Business Administration.101 It is very un-
likely that many other groups have the capacity to assemble as robust
an ethnic sub-economy as have the Cubans in Miami, and studies of
the sectoral concentrations of owners and workers from new immi-
grant groups have found very few comparable examples.102

An ethnic enclave economy encompasses numerous ethnic niches,
but not all niches need be embedded in such sub-economies. One can
speak of an entrepreneurial niche, such as the Koreans have estab-
lished in the retail greengrocery trade in New York City, or of an oc-
cupational niche, exemplified by the former dominance of the Irish
and then the Jews among public school teachers in some cities. An
ethnic niche presumes that the group has a sufficient grip on the po-
sition to serve as a gatekeeper for new openings, able thus to favor
co-ethnics. Demographic and socioeconomic shifts may result in a
group’s withdrawing from a niche, as white ethnics have from some
lines of small business in many American cities, and another group’s
moving in. Thus the niche idea is frequently linked to that of an ethnic
queue, a hierarchical ordering among ethnic groups that determines
which groups are best positioned to take advantage of the newly con-
testable niches.103

But not all niches encompass “good” jobs that individuals would
be happy to keep if they had alternatives. This seems especially true of
many immigrant niches, such as in the ethnic restaurant or garment
industries, both of which usually provide low pay. Thus, ethnic loy-
alty may entail a cost where niche employment is concerned, and
there is evidence that as immigrants acculturate and become aware of
a wider range of possibilities, they gravitate away from niche posi-
tions. In any event, most immigrant niches would seem to hold little
attraction for the second generation, assuming that its members find
the mainstream economy open to them. Why, for instance, should sec-
ond-generation Korean Americans want to follow their parents into
such demanding lines of work as running fruit-and-vegetable stands
or dry-cleaning establishments? Indeed, the choices of their parents
seem premised on the possibility that the second generation can take
full advantage of the American educational system and catapult well
beyond their own economic level.104 This is, in truth, an old story: the
children of entrepreneurially successful parents often prefer to con-
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vert their advantaged origins into valuable educational credentials
and enter the professions rather than take over the family business.
This is what many Jewish garment factory owners found, sometimes
to their dismay.105

In this chapter, we have examined the reasons why, according to many
students of immigration, assimilation might not apply to current im-
migrant groups as other than an exceptional pattern; and we have
scrutinized alternative models. In our view, nothing considered here
rules out assimilation as a widespread outcome for the new immi-
grants and their American-born descendants. The claims that de-
finitive distinctions exist between the new immigration and its Asian
and European predecessors, by and large, oversimplify the complex
history of immigration to the United States and gloss over the serious-
ness of the hostility and adjustment problems faced by earlier immi-
grants and their children. Too often, in our view, these claims seem to
read history backward, starting from our present knowledge of the
extensive assimilation of European ancestry groups. Obviously, many
differences do exist between current and past immigrant groups and
their situations in the United States, but to this point at least, the im-
plications are not sufficiently unambiguous as to exclude serious con-
sideration of assimilation on a mass scale. Likewise, the alternative
models of ethnic/racial incorporation seem to underplay the fluidity
of ethnic boundaries and to understate the incentives for members of
the second and third generations to join the mainstream. Our objec-
tions do not mean that the alternatives are not also true in some ways:
like the assimilation pattern, they are useful as templates that can be
applied to some parts of the immigration experience. But if they are
true to the exclusion of the assimilation pattern, American society will
in the future be locked into an elaborate and rigid system of ethnic
stratification. This could come to pass, we recognize; but before such
a pessimistic prognosis is accepted, the evidence that assimilation also
is occurring deserves a full airing.
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• C H A P T E R F I V E •

The Background to
Contemporary Immigration

Unlike many other societies that harbor large immigrant populations,
the United States conceives of itself as an immigration society through
and through. (In Germany, by way of contrast, where postwar immi-
grants and their children make up nearly 10 percent of the popula-
tion, a familiar refrain is “Wir sind kein Einwanderungsland”: “We
are not a country of immigration.”)1 Yet what this self-conception
has meant for Americans has not been constant throughout our his-
tory. In this chapter we consider in greater depth the sociopolitical
and legislative background behind contemporary immigration to the
United States and how that background has shaped the contemporary
streams. We then turn to thumbnail sketches of some of the streams
themselves, preparing the way for the empirical evidence of assimila-
tion that occupies the next chapter.

The Ethnocentric Prelude to the Present

The characterization of the United States as an immigration society,
while certainly true in comparison to some other economically ad-
vanced nations such as Germany and Switzerland, conceals the con-
tested role played by immigration throughout much of American his-
tory. A thorough consideration of that history, which is beyond the
scope of this chapter,2 reveals ethnocentric biases that have come to
the fore at pivotal moments but that also have been challenged by the
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powerful momentum of migration flows and by Americans’ sense of
their mission as an immigrant nation.

Without question, the early European settlers conceived of the new
nation as one dominated exclusively by whites.3 This was under-
scored by the naturalization law passed in 1790 by the first Congress,
which limited citizenship to immigrants who were “free white per-
sons.” Though modified after the Civil War to allow naturalization of
Africans, this racial stipulation essentially stood for more than a cen-
tury and a half, barring Asian immigrants from U.S. citizenship. Ra-
cial exclusivity was also very apparent in the barriers erected to immi-
gration from Asia, beginning with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882,
a response to intense agitation by whites in California, and culminat-
ing in the restrictive legislation of 1924, which permanently prohib-
ited immigration by Asian “aliens ineligible for citizenship.”

In the early twentieth century, ethnocentric biases also came into
play with respect to immigration from Europe. After 1896, the coun-
tries of northern and western Europe no longer constituted the domi-
nant element in the immigrant flow; now immigrants came mainly
from southern and eastern Europe, from the Austro-Hungarian Em-
pire, Italy, and Russia. As immigration crested in the first decade of
the twentieth century to reach its then high-water mark, the enor-
mous wave of southern and eastern Europeans provoked spasms of
xenophobic anxiety in many native white Americans concerned about
their assimilability.4 Laws to restrict their immigration were not long
in coming. Two related laws, passed in 1921 and 1924, set the param-
eters for immigration for the next four decades.

For Europeans, the parameters were inscribed in a system of quotas
based on national origin that favored immigrants from northern and
western Europe, for the United States desired not only that there be
fewer immigrants but that, in the aggregate, they mirror the ethnic
composition of American whites. The logic was that U.S. law should
favor immigrants who presumably could most readily assimilate into
American society. (Interestingly, though, except for establishing a tiny
border patrol, the legislation of the 1920s left untouched immigration
from the Western Hemisphere, mainly from Canada and Mexico.)
The 1924 act looked toward a system of permanent quotas based on
the ethnic origins of the white population as of 1920. Since the census
did not then inquire into the ethnic origins of all whites, the difficult
inferential task of estimating this composition fell first to a special
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board of governmental statistical experts and then, when their esti-
mates proved politically unacceptable (too few Americans of German,
Irish, and Scandinavian stock), to a study by the American Council of
Learned Societies. The ACLS study, led by the famous immigration
historian Marcus Hansen, found that the earlier investigation had
erred in estimating the ethnic composition of the American popula-
tion in 1790. Correcting this estimate produced a larger share for
northern and western European countries other than Great Britain.
The ACLS estimates were more or less accepted as the basis for the
permanent quotas, which went into effect in 1929.5

This ethnocentric background is an inauspicious prelude to the
contemporary immigration, which draws from all corners of the
world; and it is not obvious at first glance how the United States got
from there to here. The story line that leads to contemporary immi-
gration begins during World War II, which, paradoxically, represents
the nadir of immigration: in the war years, 1941–1945, there were
only 34,000 immigrants per year, fewer than during the depression
years (see Figure 5.1). But the war period demonstrated some of the
flaws of the immigration regime established during the 1920s, and the
doubts about the wisdom of such a highly restrictive and ethnocentric
system would grow and lead to change during the more optimistic
and racially progressive 1960s. For one thing, during the war, the
United States and its allies strove to present themselves as bastions of
democracy and human rights, in strong contrast to the openly racist
regimes they opposed. Yet the citizens of one of these allies, China,
were not welcome in the United States as immigrants. The affront
posed by U.S. immigration policy was symbolically unacceptable once
the Chinese were fighting and dying on behalf of the Allied cause. In
1943, Congress repealed the Chinese Exclusion Acts and established a
token quota of 105 Chinese immigrants per year, symbolically open-
ing the door again to Chinese immigration. To be sure, during that
same period Japanese Americans on the West Coast were interned in
concentration camps; so one must be careful not to overstate the de-
gree to which white Americans became attuned to the sensitivities of
Asians and Asian Americans. Yet wartime circumstances did create
doubt as to the consistency of America’s democratic and tolerant self-
image with its race- and nationality-based immigration system.

The war also highlighted the nation’s inability to deal with the tem-
porary immigration crests associated with refugees. The unwilling-
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ness to accept more Jews fleeing Nazi persecution, which might have
saved many thousands from Auschwitz and other concentration
camps, has rightly been seen as a moral failure of enormous magni-
tude. Working within the tight constraints of immigration law, Presi-
dent Roosevelt did try to offer sanctuary to some European Jews. In
1941, for instance, before America’s entry into the war, he authorized
U.S. consulates outside Germany to use the immigration quota for
Germans to admit refugees who had fled that country. But, undoubt-
edly because of nativist and anti-Semitic currents, American public
opinion was against any relaxation of immigration laws in behalf of
threatened Jews. Even after the war, when the horror of the Holocaust
was known and Europe was awash in refugees (including millions
of ethnic Germans driven from their eastern European homes), the
United States was reluctant to lower its drawbridge. President Tru-
man followed the example of Roosevelt in authorizing the use of na-
tional quotas for Germans and Austrians to admit refugees, but be-
tween 1946 and 1948, only 40,000 were allowed to enter the United
States under this program. In 1948 the administration succeeded in
getting the Displaced Persons Act through Congress. This act again
followed the principle of using national quotas (including future ones)
as the basis for admission, and eventually some 410,000 of the dis-
placed were given refuge. Even so, Truman complained about a provi-
sion of the bill that discriminated against some Jewish refugees (based
on their date of arrival in displaced persons camps). Ethnic consider-
ations were not dropped even in this attempt to assist those who had
been persecuted on ethnic grounds.

The war also revealed the need of the American economy for immi-
grant labor, especially on its lowest rungs. With the mobilization of
many young men into the military and the absorption of many other
workers, including women, into essential defense jobs, American ag-
riculture found it impossible to recruit the labor it needed. Conse-
quently, the U.S. government entered into an agreement with Mex-
ico to allow Mexican laborers to migrate temporarily in the United
States, a guest worker policy that came to be known as the bracero
program. Though conceived as a way to fill a wartime need, the policy
survived the war by two decades, ending only in 1964. By then the
program had given millions of Mexican workers a taste of life in the
United States. Many observers have commented on the connection
between the program and the subsequent rise in immigration from
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Mexico. The program prefigured subsequent immigration in another
way, namely, the post facto legalization of migrants already present in
the United States. Although workers were supposed to be recruited in
Mexico, in fact many had crossed illegally into the United States be-
fore being recruited by growers. This early form of amnesty even had
its own demeaning sobriquet: it was known as “drying out the wet-
backs,” “wetbacks” being a derogatory name for Mexican illegals
(who were all imagined to have swum across the Rio Grande).6

The pressures on U.S. immigration policy intensified in the postwar
period, when the United States was recognized as the leader of the
“free world” in the ideological cold war against communist states.
Contradictions between the rhetorical stance of the United States and
its treatment of racial minorities at home and through its immigration
policy were impossible to overlook for long, and so movement to-
ward reform haltingly began to make itself manifest. A first attempt
was the McCarran-Walter Act, also known as the Immigration Act of
1952. This law finally did away entirely with the remaining racist re-
strictions on naturalization; Asians born outside the United States
were no longer “aliens ineligible for citizenship,” and annual quotas
were established for the various Asian nationalities previously lacking
them. The law further contributed to immigration from Asia by al-
lowing American citizens to bring their spouses into the country out-
side of any national origins quota. At the time, this mainly affected
the numerous Japanese and Korean women who had married Ameri-
can servicemen. The principle that reunification of close family mem-
bers with their U.S.-citizen relatives was not to be restricted by quotas
was to become a pillar of the immigration system after 1965.

The McCarran-Walter Act made no fundamental change to the sys-
tem of national origins quotas, leaving intact this patently ethno-
centric element of U.S. immigration law, but it introduced one other
innovation that became central to subsequent reform: it set up a pref-
erence system for allocating immigrant visas among the applicants
from each nation. Yet in one respect the act was distinctly retrograde,
sliding back toward the ethnocentrism of earlier legislation. It estab-
lished for the first time distinct quotas for the colonies of other na-
tions, whose inhabitants previously could enter the United States un-
der the quotas of their metropoles. Since these colonial quotas were
pegged at just one hundred immigrants per year, this provision was ef-
fectively a form of discrimination against Third World peoples. It es-

172 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



pecially constrained the residents of the English-ruled Caribbean is-
lands, who were overwhelmingly of African ancestry.

During the 1950s and early 1960s, the problems of refugee popula-
tions, especially from communist-ruled nations, continued to pose
challenges for the U.S. immigration system. In 1953, Congress passed
new legislation to allow approximately 200,000 refugees to enter dur-
ing the next three years. In 1956, just as this legislation was about to
expire, the failed Hungarian revolt produced hundreds of thousands
of new refugees, who initially fled to nearby European countries. At
least in part for ideological reasons, the United States wanted to rec-
ognize its responsibility for these refugees from communist “tyr-
anny,” so the Eisenhower administration introduced yet another in-
novation in the field of immigration policy: the use of the parole
power of the U.S. attorney general to grant temporary permission to
reside in the United States en masse to 30,000 Hungarians. Subse-
quent legislation, in 1958, made their residence permanent. The big-
gest refugee crisis of the period resulted from the Cuban revolution of
1959. When Fidel Castro overthrew the dictatorship of Fulgencio
Batista, tens of thousands of the country’s former elites and middle
classes fled. From 1959 to 1962, 200,000 were admitted to the United
States on temporary visitors’ visas. This first wave inaugurated a refu-
gee migration that has continued, with ups and downs since then.

Immigration as of the early 1960s was not just a matter of refugee
inflows. Indeed, the immigration stream was once again widening, re-
covering from the drought that followed the restrictive legislation of
the 1920s and was exacerbated by the Great Depression and World
War II. From 1950 on, the number of immigrants again exceeded
200,000 per year, and between 1961 and 1965, it averaged close to
300,000 annually. The quota system was in disarray, as two-thirds of
the immigrants entered outside of the national origins quotas.7 The
sources of immigration were shifting once again. Europe was still an
important source, though not nearly as much as it had been before the
1930s. Of the 297,000 immigrants who came in 1965, for instance,
fewer than 40 percent (114,000) were from Europe, and only a few
European countries—the United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, and Po-
land, in order of magnitude—were the source of more than a few
thousand. An increasing number came from the Western Hemisphere,
particularly the other countries of North America. Canada and Mex-
ico, each with nearly 40,000 immigrants that year, contributed more
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than any European country. Immigration from both countries had fig-
ured importantly during the early decades of the century and experi-
enced a rapid recovery throughout the postwar period. In the case of
Mexico, the bracero program may have been a contributing factor,
though Mexican immigration might have swelled anyway, along with
that from the United States’ northern neighbor. Immigration from
other continents was still of minor significance. Yet immigration was
poised to play a major role once again, and the case for the reform of
immigration law was becoming irresistible.

Immigration Reform: The 1965 Law and Its Aftermath

The 1960s were a triumphal period for American optimism about so-
cial reform, especially in the area of race relations. The civil rights
movement pushed race relations further and faster than they had gone
at any point since Reconstruction. The Kennedy presidency held out
the promise that the barriers to racial equality would be rolled back;
and after Kennedy’s assassination, President Johnson made known his
own determination to make substantial progress. The civil rights im-
pulse had significant effects in the field of immigration; indeed, the ra-
cial and ethnocentric biases of immigration law could not withstand
the scrutiny generated by the drive to achieve formal racial equality.
Kennedy had entered his presidency intending to reform the immigra-
tion system, a goal he had articulated in A Nation of Immigrants
(1958) while a U.S. senator; and the momentum created by his pro-
posal to Congress in 1963 was not blunted by his death. The legisla-
tion that resulted, the Immigration Act of 1965, has probably had, in
the long run, an impact on American society as deep as the initially
more acclaimed civil rights laws of the decade.

To begin with, this law, also known as the Hart-Celler Act, disman-
tled the offensive system of national origins quotas in favor of a uni-
form annual quota of 20,000 for each country in the Eastern Hemi-
sphere. No quotas were established for the countries of the Western
Hemisphere (they were to come later in the Immigration Act of 1976).
The law did not allow the enormous number of immigrants that the
national quotas in aggregate might seem to imply, for total immigra-
tion from each hemisphere was capped in any year at 170,000 for
the Eastern Hemisphere and 120,000 for the Western (this latter being
the first such restriction ever placed on immigration from this hemi-
sphere). These caps were not absolute, however, because close rela-
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tives of U.S. citizens—parents, spouses, and minor children—were
exempt from numerical limitations, and their arrival could lift the im-
migration totals well above the legislated ceilings.

To distribute immigration visas among the applicants from each
country of the Eastern Hemisphere, the law applied a greatly revised
version of the preference system inaugurated by the earlier
McCarran-Walter Act. The highest priority was given to family reuni-
fication: three-quarters of the immigration slots were to be awarded
on the basis of a family connection to U.S. citizens and permanent res-
idents. Thus, one preference was reserved for the adult children of cit-
izens, who were not exempt from quota restrictions, as were their mi-
nor-age siblings; another was for the siblings of U.S. citizens. Other
slots (20 percent) were to be allocated based on labor market quali-
fications. In addition to highly trained individuals (i.e., professionals
and scientists), these preferences allowed the entry of workers in any
occupations in which the supply of American workers was not ade-
quate (domestics, for example). Finally, a small number of places,
about 10,000, were reserved for refugees.

While the 1965 legislation took a giant step in the direction of a
universalistic immigration system, its practical impact was felt most
heavily in a few regions of the world. The racist notion of an “Asiatic
Barred Zone” was finally consigned to the junk heap of history. Im-
mediately, immigration from Asia surged: in 1965, just 21,000 Asian
immigrants were permitted to enter, but by 1970 the figure had nearly
quintupled, to 93,000. The new law had beneficial effects also for
Afro-Caribbeans by doing away with the hundred-person quotas that
had been in place since the early 1950s. As a consequence, immigra-
tion from the English-speaking West Indies shot upwards, increasing
nearly sixfold in just five years, from 4,700 in 1965 to 27,300 in
1970. And it also opened the door to an expansion of the then mini-
mal immigration from Africa (totaling just 3,000 immigrants from
the entire continent in 1965). Perhaps because of the pervasive rac-
ism that Africans would face in the United States, they took less than
full advantage of the opening, but even so their immigration had in-
creased 250 percent by 1970. For Latin America, however, the ef-
fect of the law was actually constraining because of the new numeri-
cal limit on immigration from the Western Hemisphere. Total North
American immigration consequently remained relatively stable be-
tween 1965 and 1970.

Much has been written about the ethnocentric impulses that lay be-
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hind the universalistic formulation of the 1965 law, whose ultimate
effects were certainly not foreseen by its creators. They expected that,
because of the overwhelming priority given to family reunification,
the law would ethnically recalibrate immigration, effectively achiev-
ing the goal of the 1920s legislation of generating a stream that would
not alter by much the racial/ethnic composition of the American peo-
ple. It was anticipated that southern and eastern Europeans in partic-
ular, who by then had found acceptance as mainstream Americans,
would make up for the shortfall in their immigration imposed by the
previous, discriminatory system. Explicit reassurances were given to
Congress, by Attorney General Robert Kennedy among others, that
few Asians would immigrate if the law were adopted.8 Other observ-
ers have pointed out that the significance of the law has been over-
stated because the increase in immigration and the shift away from
Europe predated the 1965 act.9 But these points, though factually
valid, do not deter us from seeing the 1965 Immigration Act as the
watershed for U.S. immigration. Even if the consequences were ini-
tially misunderstood, the United States was in effect declaring that it
was prepared to accept newcomers from all over the world. When
it became clear that the new law in fact encouraged unanticipated
sources of immigration, the United States did not repudiate it. Subse-
quent legislation has instead expanded immigration.

The 1965 act set in place the main outlines of the system of im-
migration that exists today, though some elements have been sig-
nificantly altered in the interim. The most fateful of the subsequent
changes has probably been the 1976 Immigration Act, which brought
the Western Hemisphere under the same regime of uniform coun-
try quotas and preferences for allocating visas that applied to the
Eastern Hemisphere. While at first glance this seems only logical, it
fails to take into account the unique immigration role of the United
States’ neighbors, especially Mexico. The failure to find a formula
that would allow for a larger immigration from Mexico has contrib-
uted greatly to the problem of illegal immigration from south of the
border. Given the willingness of American employers—not just the
growers of the agricultural Southwest and California but increas-
ingly those in urban industries needing low-wage labor—to hire Mex-
ican workers regardless of their residence papers, and given also the
long and inadequately patrolled border, it was inevitable that a nar-
rowing of the legally permitted flow would divert others into illegal
channels.10
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Soon afterward, the subject of “illegal” or “undocumented” im-
migration—the alternative names reveal something of the political
charge in the topic—came to dominate discussions of immigration
and legislative efforts to regulate it. A number of attempts were made
to estimate the size of this largely hidden population, which leaves
only imperfectly detectable traces in government statistics such as the
census.11 The estimates varied wildly. In 1974, Commissioner Leon-
ard Chapman of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
stated that the number was “possibly as great as 10 or 12 million,”
and he subsequently attempted to ring alarm bells with a declaration
that “we’re facing a vast army that’s carrying out a silent invasion of
the United States.”12 Other estimates—made, one hopes, by cooler
heads—came in considerably lower. When the Select Commission on
Immigration and Refugee Policy, appointed by Congress in the late
1970s, made its report, it tried to avoid a specific estimate, recogniz-
ing that the absence of hard data undermined the credibility of any
single number. Its experts argued, however, that the number was “al-
most certainly below 6 million” and “possibly only 3.5 to 5 mil-
lion.”13 This population was (and is) considerably more diverse than
is suggested by the popular stereotype of the clandestine border
crosser (also known in INS bureaucratic parlance as an EWI, or “en-
try without inspection”). A large fraction, perhaps close to half, of
undocumented immigrants have entered the United States legally, on
tourist or student visas, for instance, but overstayed the period of va-
lidity.14 Mexican nationals constitute the largest fraction of the illegal
population, but it is otherwise quite diverse in its sources.15 When a
ship named the Golden Venture ran aground off New York City in the
early 1990s, it revealed the scale of the smuggling of Chinese illegals,
and in the 1980s, the presence of a sizable Irish illegal population be-
came known. Many of the undocumented are not permanent resi-
dents but sojourners who come to the United States temporarily to
make money and then return home. Surveys in areas of Mexico from
which many legal and illegal migrants come reveal surprisingly large
fractions of the population who have made one or more trips across
the border.16 Yet some illegals do in the end seek a way to stay legally
in the United States. They can be found among the large number of
“immigrants” counted each year in INS statistics who are not new ar-
rivals but residents who have managed at last to obtain the coveted
“green card” (actually now pink) of the permanent resident alien.17

(In 1997, for example, about half of the approximately 800,000 im-
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migrants “admitted” were already residing in the United States, most
of them legally so.)

The main legislative attempt to manage the undocumented flow
was the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (also known as
IRCA). It illustrates the difficulties of controlling clandestine immi-
gration, especially when these immigrants meet domestic economic
needs. The act offered three main prongs for attacking the problem.
First, and in hindsight foremost, was a complex amnesty program. It
gave legal status to those who could prove that they had resided in
the United States for a long period: those who had been continuously
resident for a number of years were entitled to receive green cards im-
mediately, while others in residence more recently could become tem-
porary legal residents with the right to apply subsequently for perma-
nent status. In a more controversial provision, which gave rise to a
considerable amount of fraud, individuals who could demonstrate
that they had worked in U.S. agriculture for periods of three months
in certain years could also obtain legal resident status. The impact
was enormous. By the end of 1992, more than 2.7 million people
had gained legal residency as a result of IRCA, about 1.6 million by
demonstrating long residence and 1.1 million under the agricultural
worker provision. The large majority of those amnestied, about 2 mil-
lion in all, were Mexicans.

The amnesty afforded by the law reduced the size of the illegal pop-
ulation already present in the United States. The other two prongs of
the attack aimed to reduce future flows. One was straightforward: in-
creased funding for the border patrol. The other, more contested, was
intended to weaken the economic magnet through employer sanc-
tions. The idea was to penalize employers who knowingly hired
illegals; but between idea and legal implementation, something was
lost in translation. In fact, there was substantial political resistance to
punishing employers, and in the end Congress settled for a require-
ment that employers be able to demonstrate that they had examined
some document showing that a prospective employee was legally
present. They were not, however, required to check its validity. The
employer sanctions were thus rendered toothless, since even counter-
feit documents could keep an employer from suffering any sanctions.

The impact of IRCA on the flow of illegals and on the size of the il-
legal population was difficult to measure for obvious reasons. But in
retrospect it is clear that it provided no more than short-term relief.
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Indirect measures of the cross-border flow, such as the number of bor-
der patrol apprehensions, suggest that there may have been a several-
year dip in clandestine entries after IRCA was passed; but the de-
crease was temporary.18 The hot economy of the 1990s lured many
undocumented immigrants to the United States, with the consequence
that the 2000 U.S. Census counted millions more people than antici-
pated, many of them part of an illegal population that amounted to
perhaps 8 million at that time.19 IRCA may itself have encouraged
some to become documented residents by holding out the hope of a
future amnesty.

Those legalized under IRCA were counted in the immigration sta-
tistics of the early 1990s, and they created a huge bulge in the appar-
ent number of immigrants. For fiscal year 1991, for instance, that
number was more than 1.8 million, 1.1 million of whom were due di-
rectly to IRCA. The act generated further immigration because Con-
gress had subsequently (in 1990) given legal residence to the spouses
and children of immigrants legalized under it. Finally, IRCA created a
large class of people who are able under U.S. immigration law eventu-
ally to bring in their relatives.

The problems of refugees have also received attention in the post-
1965 period. The Refugee Act of 1980, written in the aftermath of
overlapping waves of refugees from Cuba, the Soviet Union, and
Southeast Asia, attempted to bring some coherence to the treatment
of those seeking haven in the United States. To start with, it brought
the U.S. definition of a refugee in line with the international standard
set by the United Nations Protocol on the Status of Refugees: namely,
a refugee is someone who has left her or his country and is unwilling
to return because of “a well-founded fear of persecution due to race,
religion, nationality, membership in a particular group, or political
opinion.”20 It also aimed to allow some flexibility in dealing with the
unpredictable nature of refugee flows, while keeping them within a
predetermined numerical limitation, by permitting the president, in
consultation with the Congress, to declare annual ceilings on the
number of refugees the United States will accept. What it could not do
was eliminate the essentially political decision of determining who
will be recognized as a refugee. Hence, during the 1980s, the Cubans
and Nicaraguans fleeing from communist regimes were recognized as
refugees (or asylum seekers, in cases where they were already present
on U.S. territory), whereas Guatemalans and Salvadorans generally
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were not. Throughout the 1980s, when many Haitians attempted to
flee the oppressive political and economic conditions in their country,
U.S. policy under Presidents Reagan and Bush was to intercept their
boats at sea and turn them back. The contrast with the reception ac-
corded Cuban balseros traveling the same waters could not have been
stronger.

By the 1990s, the system inaugurated by the 1965 law was yielding
an immigration as large and diverse as any previously experienced by
the United States, or any other nation for that matter.21 The system re-
mained under adjustment. Thus, immigration legislation in 1990 sub-
stantially increased the size of the pool of preferences reserved for
economic immigrants—that is, those who could qualify based on the
need for their occupations or the skills, qualifications, or wealth they
possessed—without reducing the number of slots to be allocated ac-
cording to family connections. The law thereby raised the total num-
ber of immigrants who would be allowed in within the framework of
numerical limitations (to 675,000 at the time). The per country limit
also was allowed to float based on an annually set formula; in 1997
the limit was determined to be 25,620.22 But the ability of certain im-
mediate family members to enter outside of any numerical limitations
remained as before. In addition, the act added a new category, the “di-
versity” immigrants, coming from countries with low volumes of im-
migration in recent years, whose immigration had presumably been
adversely affected by the emphasis on family ties and labor market
qualifications. Following an entirely new tack, the law specified that
these diversity slots, 55,000 per year, were to be awarded by lottery,
subject only to the provision that, for the first several years, 40 per-
cent would go to natives of Ireland. The reservation of so many slots
for the Irish reveals the ethnic currents that are in play whenever mat-
ters of immigration policy are decided, but the diversity of immigra-
tion guarantees that, unlike in the past, these currents will now come
from many directions.

The diversity of immigration is displayed in Tables 5.1 and 5.2. The
first shows the distribution by region of origin and the second the
fifteen leading nations in immigration for the three-decade period
1968–2000, and specifically for the last five years of that period. The
data for the longer period capture the immigration following the
1965 act, which did not take full effect until 1968; the immigration of
1996–2000 allows us to see how the diversity of contemporary immi-
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gration differs from that of the period as a whole. One difference has
to be noted at the outset: the volume of immigration has increased
over the three decades. The average number of legal immigrants for
the 1996–2000 period was 773,000, far above the number that pre-
vailed in the pre-1965 period but also 16 percent above the annual
average since 1968. (According to the National Research Council’s
1997 report on immigration, an additional 200,000–300,000 illegal
immigrants enter the United States each year.)23

There is a remarkable consistency between the entire period and the
more recent one in the contributions made by large regions as well as
by specific nations. If one disaggregates the North American immigra-
tion into its various regional components (the Caribbean area, Cen-
tral America, and other North America, including Canada and Mex-
ico), then the leading region of immigration since 1968 has been Asia.
It has been the source of slightly more than a third of all immigrants
for the entire period, and this fraction is virtually identical for the
most recent period. Following close on its heels have been the U.S.
neighbors, Canada and Mexico. They account for nearly a quarter of
the immigrants over the entire period; since this fraction, however, is
partly due to the contribution of IRCA legalizations to Mexico’s total,
the fraction drops somewhat in the recent period, when “other North
American immigration” accounts for a bit more than a fifth of the to-
tal. Despite the common depiction of contemporary immigration as
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Table 5.1. The regional origins of U.S. immigration, 1968–2000 and 1996–2000

1968–2000 1996–2000

N % of total N % of total

Africa 683,121 3.12 222,771 5.76
Asia & Oceania 7,696,170 35.10 1,284,043 33.22
Europe 3,194,045 14.56 583,397 15.10
North America 9,009,824 41.09 1,517,194 39.25

Caribbean 2,565,455 11.70 457,502 11.84
Central America 1,102,988 5.03 233,303 6.04
Other N. Amer. 5,341,381 24.36 826,389 21.38

South America 1,342,426 6.12 257,699 6.67

Total Immigration 21,925,586 3,865,104

Source: Annual Reports of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, Washington, D.C.
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non-European, Europe is far from negligible as a source: for the entire
period, about one of every seven immigrants was European. Cur-
rently, European immigration is sustained by immigrants from the
former Eastern bloc nations (including Russia), who were unable to
leave their countries at the beginning of the new immigration era. The
Caribbean region and the countries of Central and South America are
about equal in their representation in the immigrant flow. Each region
accounts for 11 to 13 percent of the immigration of the entire period
and of the more recent one. In terms of region of origin, the most no-
table change in the more recent period is the growing contingent of
immigrants from Africa, who constitute 6 percent more recently com-
pared to just 3 percent overall since 1968.

The consistency of representation of each country among immi-
grants is quite striking. The more recent period shows few gross
changes from the rank ordering that prevailed for the thirty-three-
year period as a whole. In first place is Mexico, the country of origin
of 20 percent of the immigrants in 1996–2000. Four of the next five
nations in the more recent rank order are Asian—the Philippines,
China, India, and Vietnam, in closely spaced order—each of which
represents roughly 4 to 6 percent of the immigration of the 1996–
2000 period. These nations all have figured prominently throughout
the post-1965 period. The only substantial change to this grouping
has been the decline of Korea as a source of immigrants: for the three-
decade period it is in sixth place, but more recently it has fallen to
twelfth. Another change worthy of note is the appearance during the
1990s of separate immigrations from Russia and other states once
part of the Soviet Union.

Except for the nations of the former communist bloc, which tightly
restricted emigration prior to its breakup, all of the contributing na-
tions in the more recent top fifteen have been central to the entire new
immigration era in the United States; and, with the modest exceptions
of Canada and the United Kingdom, no nation with an equivalent
role for the entire three-decade period fails to appear among the top
fifteen for 1996–2000. The top nations, moreover, account for a large
fraction of the total—two-thirds for the immigration of the entire pe-
riod. Hence, while there has certainly been variability in immigration
because of external events, such as the arrival of tens of thousands of
Iranians in the decade following the overthrow of the shah in 1979,
there has also been a great deal of continuity. Thus, studying what has
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happened to the immigrants and their descendants coming from the
top fifteen countries should tell us a great deal about the prospects of
the new immigration as a whole.

Major Immigrant Groups

We focus in this section on the non-European groups, for they are
thought to represent the hard test for assimilation. In what fol-
lows, we briefly describe the nature of each of the main non-European
streams. For this purpose we have selected from Table 5.2 the five
leading sources of immigration from the Western Hemisphere (Mex-
ico, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Jamaica, and El Salvador) and
from the Eastern Hemisphere exclusive of Europe (Philippines, China,
Vietnam, India, and Korea). These descriptions provide the essential
backdrop to our analysis of assimilatory patterns in Chapter 6.

Mexicans
Of the contemporary immigration groups, the Mexicans have the lon-
gest record of significant continuous inflow. Mexican Americans are
not all immigrants, for tens of thousands remained in the territory
that the United States acquired by virtue of the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hildalgo (1848) and the Gadsden Purchase (1853) following the U.S.-
Mexico War. (They remained in part because the treaty promised that
their property and cultural rights would be respected, a promise that
was not kept.)24 Exactly how many migrated between Mexico and the
new U.S. territories in the subsequent decades is impossible to know
because the border was highly porous and largely unmonitored. But
by the end of the nineteenth century, Mexico had developed a railroad
system that linked its internal regions as far south as Mexico City to
the northern border. This system promoted migration directly, as a
means of rapid transportation to the border, and indirectly, as a con-
duit for goods and ideas that originated in the Anglo society to the
north.25

The first large wave of immigration from Mexico came in the pe-
riod 1900–1930. It has been estimated that this large and only partly
counted flow (the United States did not begin to keep any records of
crossings at its southern border until the first decade of the twentieth
century) caused a loss of 10 percent in the Mexican population.26

There were multiple factors at work on both sides of the border in
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stimulating it. On the American side, the demand for unskilled labor
in the Southwest and California grew in tandem with the region’s
population and the development of its agricultural, mining, and rail-
road industries. Moreover, other sources of low-wage labor were dry-
ing up as the United States excluded any further immigration from
China (in 1882) and Japan (in 1908), and the influx of European im-
migrants was mostly cut off by World War I and then by the restrictive
legislation of the 1920s. It was logical, in any event, for employers in
California and the Southwest to look southward toward the nearest
source of cheap labor, and the U.S. government obliged them by leav-
ing the border unpatrolled until 1924. Even then, impediments to
crossing the border undetected were not serious, and so many Mexi-
cans were able to avoid the literacy test and fees then required of legal
immigrants. On the Mexican side, economic changes occurring in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, promoted by the poli-
cies of the Mexican government, led to the consolidation of land
tracts in large, privately owned haciendas, at the cost of the small-
holdings of independent farmers and communally owned lands
known as ejidos. Consequently, many in the countryside were de-
prived of an independent livelihood and driven into a precarious exis-
tence in the agricultural proletariat. Then, from 1910 to 1920, the
Mexican Revolution brought intermittent periods of bloody strife,
making parts of the countryside unsafe. In 1910, the U.S. Census
counted just 162,000 Mexicans (an underestimate, granted), but in
the next decade more than 200,000 arrived, and during the 1920s al-
most 450,000.27

This immigration was tolerated by the United States only so long as
cheap Mexican labor was needed. Americans were even more skep-
tical of Mexicans as part of the American nation than they were
of southern and eastern Europeans. So, when the Great Depression
ended the need for Mexican labor and made unemployed Mexicans
and their families a burden on the relief rolls, hundreds of thousands
were repatriated.28 The repatriation, which has no parallel in the ex-
periences of other U.S. immigrant groups, was organized at both fed-
eral and local levels. The federal government undertook to locate and
deport illegal immigrants. But more offensive to a sense of justice
were the efforts at the local level, which at times ignored such niceties
as legal rights. Local governments financially sponsored voluntary re-
patriations insofar as possible—Los Angeles paid the train fare home
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for unemployed migrants, for instance—but immigrants often were
cajoled or coerced into cooperating. Some had resided in the United
States for decades and were U.S. citizens. Once back on Mexican soil,
the former U.S. residents were not allowed to return. In Los Angeles,
the repatriation reduced the Mexican population by one-third and
transformed the community into one dominated by the second gener-
ation.29

Then, as soon as the need for Mexican labor became apparent at
the start of World War II, American policy swung in the other direc-
tion. In 1942 the bracero program began, and with it were planted the
seeds of the immigration that continues today. Although the brace-
ros—several million by the time the program ended in 1964—were in-
tended to be only seasonal workers, they brought home from the
United States not just dollars but also information about job opportu-
nities and wages. Legal and illegal immigration sprang up in response.
If one is willing to accept the number apprehended at the border as an
indication of the number who got through illegally, then their num-
bers appear to have risen tremendously: in 1943, only about 12,000
were caught trying to cross the border, but little more than a decade
later, in 1954, the number surpassed 1 million.30 Illegal immigrants
surveyed in the 1950s asserted that they had come to the United States
after learning by word of mouth about employment opportunities.31

While legal immigration had numbered less than 10,000 a year in the
late 1940s and early 1950s, in 1956 it soared to its first postwar peak,
65,000 Mexicans, constituting 20 percent of all immigrants in that
year.

Thus began an era in which Mexico was rather consistently the
largest single source of U.S. immigrants. Initially, immigration from
Mexico was favored by the absence of any numerical quotas; other re-
quirements involving health, literacy, and means of support, however,
kept the number from rising even further. The 1965 law for the first
time placed a ceiling on total immigration from the Western Hemi-
sphere, though in a bow to the need for Mexican labor in the South-
west, especially given the ending of the bracero program the year be-
fore, it imposed no per nation limit (that of 20,000 from any country
was set for the nations of the Eastern Hemisphere, it will be recalled).
The law did make immigration from Mexico more difficult for some,
however; and waiting lists developed in Mexico and other Latin
American countries.32 In the late 1970s, Congress added to the restric-
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tions by extending the 20,000-person limit to all nations. This was
particularly hard on the Mexicans, whose immigration had consis-
tently exceeded that total since the early 1950s.

Yet legal immigration from Mexico has continued to grow. During
the 1970s, more than 600,000 arrived; the number increased in the
next decade to more than 1 million. The figure for the 1990s was
much larger still, 2.6 million, partly because of the legalizations under
the amnesty provisions of the 1986 IRCA law. While nothing in the
intricate maze of immigration law can be considered entirely simple,
the single most important explanation for the growth of legal immi-
gration from Mexico beyond the IRCA amnesty program is the ability
of U.S. citizens to bring in their immediate relatives outside of numeri-
cal limitations. This provision guarantees the potential for a large im-
migration from Mexico for the foreseeable future (but, as we noted in
the last chapter, the demographics of the young adult population in
Mexico will stabilize the pool of those most likely to immigrate). The
importance of the provision is indicated by the fact that in 1995–
1997, the parents, spouses, and children of U.S. citizens accounted for
34 percent of all immigrants.33 Illegal immigration from Mexico re-
mains a powerful force also. According to INS estimates, the undocu-
mented population from Mexico grew at an annual rate of at least
150,000 during the first half of the 1990s.34 In light of the larger than
expected total undocumented population revealed by the 2000 U.S.
Census, this is probably an underestimate.

Mexican immigrants have mostly gone to areas of traditional set-
tlement, which have large Mexican American communities, though
there are now signs of change in their distribution across the United
States. In the quarter century between the late 1960s and the early
1990s, the premier area of settlement was southern California, espe-
cially the Los Angeles region. Texas is another common area of settle-
ment: in the 1960s, El Paso was the third most common destination,
but in the early 1990s it was overtaken by Houston. The other top
destination, Chicago, is a bit surprising in view of the stereotypical as-
sumption that Mexicans are concentrated near the border; but it has
rather consistently appeared among the top three since the 1960s and
ranked second in 1993.35 Concentrations of Mexicans are now ap-
pearing in numerous places where they have not settled before. One
of the more surprising is New York City, whose Hispanic population
was dominated until recently by Puerto Ricans, with no visible pres-
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ence of Mexicans at all. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, however,
the Mexican population in the New York City region swelled more
than threefold during the 1990s. Also noteworthy is the appearance
of Mexican communities in places that have not received immigrants
in the modern era, such as rural parts of the South. Mexicans, then,
have become the ubiquitous face of contemporary immigration.

The socioeconomic character of Mexican immigration has not al-
tered very much in recent decades, and it still represents the largest
supply of low-wage labor coming to the United States. The 1990 cen-
sus, which counted much of the resident illegal population, shows
Mexicans ranking at the bottom in educational attainment among all
immigrant groups, with just a quarter of adults having completed
high school. Correspondingly, the Mexican immigration contains one
of the highest proportions of low-skilled workers: in 1993, for in-
stance, nearly half of all immigrants were counted as operators and
laborers.36 When critics of current U.S. immigration policy speak of
the relative decline in the skill levels of recent immigrants, it is the
Mexican immigration they have in mind as the prime example.
Taking the wage gap between native-born Americans and immigrants
as an indicator of underlying disparities in labor market skills, the
1997 report of the National Research Council notes that the wages of
recently arrived Mexican male immigrants declined from 62 percent
of natives’ wages in 1970 to 50 percent in 1990.37 Despite this evi-
dence, there can be little doubt that immigration from Mexico is so-
cially selective and generally includes individuals with above-average
levels of education. Moreover, such a huge immigration is almost of
necessity more diverse than averages can reveal. While only 2.6 per-
cent of immigrants born in Mexico were engaged in professional oc-
cupations in 1990, this still represented more than 75,000 profes-
sionals, a relatively large contingent compared to other foreign-born
groups.38

The social machinery seems in place for a continuation of large-
scale immigration from Mexico for the foreseeable future, even if it
becomes pinched somewhat by demographic changes in the young
adult population. Prior experience in the United States gives individu-
als detailed knowledge about the legal and illegal pathways into the
country and about specific job opportunities and how to take advan-
tage of them. The dissemination of this knowledge throughout social
networks brings it within reach of ever larger fractions of the Mexi-
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can population. This stock of human and social capital has been
growing over time in Mexico.39 The impact of future immigration is
virtually certain to be felt not only in the traditional receiving grounds
for Mexican immigrants in the Southwest but in other parts of the
United States as well. If the present is any indication of the future,
there is certain to be considerable illegal as well as legal immigration
from Mexico. One of the large unanswered questions surrounding
Mexican immigration concerns the disadvantages transmitted by ille-
gal immigrant parents, who are generally pushed to the margins of the
U.S. labor market, to their children, many of whom reside legally in
the United States by virtue of their birth on this side of the border.

Cubans
Cuban immigration has a very different origin. Prior to the late
1950s, immigration from Cuba was quite modest: the 1960 census,
taken when the exodus of refugees from the Castro regime was al-
ready under way, found only 124,000 Cubans and Cuban Americans
in the United States. But that number was to grow rapidly over the
next few years. Not only were virtually all Cubans welcomed in the
United States as refugees if they could reach its territory (from 1959
until 1994, when President Clinton ended the policy), but also many
received generous government assistance in resettling.

The first in a series of distinct waves lasted from 1959 until fall
1962, when commercial flights between Cuba and the United States
ceased as a result of the Cuban missile crisis. Approximately 200,000
Cubans landed in the United States during this period; and at the high
point of the inflow, 3,000 arrived each week.40 This first wave, some-
times dubbed the “golden” wave, disproportionately included the
military, political, and economic elites of pre-Castro society. Individ-
uals who had held high positions in the previous regime, which was
propped up by U.S. support, obviously had reason to flee. But busi-
ness and professional elites, recognizing that the new regime intended
a thoroughgoing social revolution in Cuban society, also saw that
their chances would be dim in the new Cuba and took advantage
of the opportunity to leave. These refugees came primarily from Ha-
vana and other cities, and their educational attainment averaged well
above that of Cuban society as a whole. They also tended to be light-
skinned, a fact of no small significance, given the fateful role of skin
color in the country they were entering.41
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The immigrants of this first wave laid the foundation for the sub-
sequent economic success of the Cuban community in Miami. This
was not because its members brought significant wealth with them;
despite their previous affluence, most arrived with little money. But
what many did bring was business and professional know-how; and
despite an initial economic setback as a result of the exodus and loss
of status in the United States, many subsequently rebounded, and
some rather quickly achieved success. Carlos Arboleya, a bank official
in Cuba who left in 1960 when the banks were nationalized, arrived
with his family and $40. Though initially forced to work as an inven-
tory clerk in a shoe factory, by 1968 he was president of a bank in Mi-
ami.42 He and the hundreds of other Cubans who became bank of-
ficials in Miami helped to fuel the Cuban sub-economy by providing
“character loans” to prospective Cuban entrepreneurs, which were
based not on the tangible assets of a Miami business but on the Cuban
reputation of its owner.43

Besides the initiative and business acumen of these immigrants, the
policies of the U.S. government also played a pivotal part in Cuban
success. As refugees from the only communist regime in the Western
Hemisphere, they were welcomed with open arms. Although the Cu-
ban Refugee Program, initiated by the Eisenhower and Kennedy ad-
ministrations, was based on the premise that the stay of the exiles was
to be temporary, the reality of its permanence soon set in. Therefore,
in 1966, Congress enacted the Cuban Adjustment Act, which allowed
the refugees then present in the United States to become permanent
residents and eventually U.S. citizens if they so desired. In addition,
through the Cuban Refugee Program, the U.S. government provided
$1.4 billion in resettlement aid, some of it in the form of small-busi-
ness loans.44

The second major wave of refugees took place between 1965 and
1973, after President Johnson declared that the United States would
accept all Cubans who reached its shores, and airline flights were re-
sumed by agreement between the two governments. More than a
quarter million Cubans immigrated during this period, but not every-
one was free to come. Both governments regulated the selection of ref-
ugees, with priority given on the U.S. side to the relatives of Cubans
already here. The Cuban government for its part prevented the emi-
gration of young men of military age and of many individuals whose
skills would represent a loss for the Cuban economy. Nevertheless,
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this wave brought over large numbers of the island’s petite bourgeoi-
sie, including many small merchants, craftsmen, and other skilled
workers.45 The motives for immigration were shifting over time, and
many of the immigrants came as much in search of economic oppor-
tunity as out of opposition to the Castro regime and the socialist soci-
ety it was creating.

Airline flights ceased again in 1973, and few Cubans arrived until
the third wave started in April 1980. These immigrants, the
“Marielitos,” were by far the most controversial of the Cuban
émigrés. Approximately 125,000 new arrivals were brought to the
United States by a chaotic “freedom flotilla,” set in motion by Cas-
tro’s decision to open the port of Mariel to any Cuban who wanted to
leave. Thousands of private boats piloted by Cuban Americans set out
from Florida and returned with human cargo. This wave was stigma-
tized in the minds of Americans by the allegation that the Cuban re-
gime was using this means to get rid of many criminals and other un-
desirable elements. Subsequent research, however, indicates that the
Marielitos were primarily members of the Cuban working class who
could no longer bear the privations of Cuban life and who were
young enough to have hopes of achieving higher status in the United
States. This third wave included a large number of black Cubans.
There was also, it is true, a high proportion—about 20 percent—of
Cubans who had spent time in jail. But since the Castro regime had
criminalized all forms of dissent and many other behaviors, such as
homosexuality, that were tolerated in the United States, a jail term by
itself was not a strong indicator of what Americans would view as
criminal inclinations.46

After Mariel, another lull set in, only to be broken by the despera-
tion of many Cubans to leave for the United States. Although Cuba
and the United States agreed in the mid-1980s to allow 20,000 or
more immigrants per year, only a tenth as many visas were being is-
sued. This time, Cubans set out to sea on their own, frequently at-
tempting to cross ninety miles of open water on tiny rafts or even on
car tires. The balseros, as they came to be known, were putting their
lives at risk, but hope or desperation drove increasing numbers to
make the attempt. After some 37,000 Cubans were rescued at sea by
the U.S. Coast Guard in 1994 and untold others perished, President
Clinton reversed American policy and declared that the United States
would no longer accept all Cubans. This declaration was coupled
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with a promise that the U.S. government would issue at least 20,000
immigrant visas each year. In fact, in 1996–97 the number of Cuban
immigrants exceeded 60,000, making Cuba once again one of the top
ten countries of origin for immigrants.

The Cubans have tended to concentrate in south Florida, but this is
not their only region of settlement. During the early years of the Cu-
ban Resettlement Program, the U.S. government attempted to dis-
perse the refugees; consequently, other Cuban settlements grew up in
places such as Union City and West New York, New Jersey. But the
preeminence of the south Florida concentration has grown over time,
as Cubans originally settled in other parts of the country eventually
migrated there.

Although the Cubans stand out among Hispanic immigrant groups
for their relative economic success, the distinction is not so striking
when they are compared to all immigrants, regardless of origin. Ac-
cording to 1990 census data for the foreign-born, the educational at-
tainment of Cuban immigrants was slightly below the average for
all immigrants: for instance, 16 percent of Cubans had completed
college, compared to 20 percent of immigrants in general. Median
household income was also slightly below average ($27,292 versus
$28,314 for all immigrants and $30,176 for the average native-born
household in 1989). The Cuban ethnic economy of south Florida
has commanded a good deal of attention, but when it comes to busi-
ness ownership, the Cuban rate of self-employment (73 per 1,000
employed persons) was only slightly higher than its equivalent for
all immigrants (68 per 1,000). Although this was decidedly above
the self-employment figures for the Mexicans, Dominicans, and other
Hispanic immigrant groups (typically between 45 and 50 per 1,000),
it was not close to the self-employment rates for the Koreans and
Greeks, the most entrepreneurial of immigrant groups (180 and 147
per 1,000, respectively). Still, among immigrant minority firms with
employees, the Cuban-owned ones reported the highest income.47

Dominicans
Like its Cuban analogue, immigration from the Dominican Republic
is historically quite recent and has been ignited by political events at
home. Economic motivations to emigrate overtook political ones even
more quickly than was the case for Cubans, however. Because Domin-
icans were not seen as a refugee group by the U.S. government, their
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immigration has been more constrained by U.S. law, which has been
unable to satisfy the high demand for immigrant visas. As a conse-
quence, a significant illegal immigration has sprung up.

Until the early 1960s, the government of the Dominican Republic
was a dictatorship in the hands of Rafael Trujillo, whose regime main-
tained tight controls over emigration. Few Dominicans were allowed
even to have passports, and immigration to the United States was nec-
essarily meager.48 This changed with the assassination of Trujillo in
1961 and the several years of political turmoil that followed, which
included a military coup against an elected president in 1963 and mil-
itary occupation of the capital by U.S. Marines in 1965. During this
period, many Dominicans sought to leave for political reasons; and
even though a large fraction of them were leftists aligned against what
the United States saw as its interests, for the most part they were al-
lowed to come, perhaps in the hope that their departure would help
stabilize the political situation at home.49

In 1969 legal immigration from the Dominican Republic exceeded
10,000 for the first time, and in 1983 it climbed over 20,000; during
the first half of the 1990s it remained close to or above 40,000 but fell
off at the end of the decade. Illegal immigration is obviously much
harder to estimate, but there is little doubt that it is substantial. One
estimate is that, of the Dominicans counted in the 1980 U.S. Census,
at least 11 percent were illegals,50 many of whom enter legally on
tourist or other temporary visas but remain after these have expired.
This route of entry is most open to middle-class Dominicans or those
who can appear so, because the U.S. consulate in Santo Domingo,
wary of the use of tourist visas for illegal immigration, requires evi-
dence, such as proof of financial assets, that visitors are highly likely
to return home.51 Other Dominicans first go to Puerto Rico by boat
and then, posing as Puerto Ricans, whose entry to the U.S. mainland
is unrestricted, fly to New York.

The Dominican immigration appears to be fairly selective. The im-
migrants, typically youthful, come mainly from urban areas rather
than from the countryside; those originating in rural areas frequently
have first migrated to a Dominican city or town. On average, the im-
migrants are better educated than the Dominican population as a
whole, and their educational credentials appear to have improved
over time. Eleven percent of those arriving between 1985 and 1990
were college graduates, compared to 5 percent in the previous two
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decades.52 A factor no doubt driving their immigration has been the
rapid rise in access to a university education without a concomitant
expansion in suitable job sectors.

Though many come from the most highly trained strata of society,
Dominican immigrants frequently find themselves at a disadvantage
in the U.S. labor market. For one thing, their educational attainment
is below average by comparison with that of the average immigrant or
native-born American. Only 42 percent of the Dominican immigrants
counted by the 1990 census had completed high school and only 8
percent had graduated from college, significantly fewer than among
all foreign-born residents—59 percent and 20 percent, respectively—
to say nothing of the U.S.-born. For another, their skin color may
place them at a disadvantage. While all Hispanic groups are racially
mixed, a smaller fraction of Dominicans than of Hispanics in general
describe themselves as white: three-quarters of Dominicans in New
York City, for instance, identified themselves as either black or of
“other” race.53 Legal status, or lack of it, also plays a role, as illegal
immigrants are forced into the lowest tiers of the labor market and of-
ten work off the books for low pay and no job benefits.

Geographic concentration is a final factor. As of 1990, more than
three-quarters of Dominicans in the United States lived in and around
New York City, many of them in the crowded Washington Heights
area of upper Manhattan. The New York City economy has lagged
behind that of the nation in recent years and has experienced a very
dramatic downsizing in its manufacturing sectors, where newly ar-
rived immigrants might be expected to get a start. Consequently,
many Dominicans work in what has been described as the city’s
“downgraded” manufacturing sector—in garment factories, for in-
stance, where illegal immigrants work off the books—or in poorly
paying service jobs. According to 1990 census data, half the Domini-
can workers in the city were operators or laborers or performed per-
sonal services (e.g., as maids), and only 10 percent held professional,
managerial, or technical jobs—in aggregate, a poorer labor market
picture than for other immigrant groups prominent in the city’s econ-
omy such as Jamaicans and Haitians.54

Indeed, the Dominicans have been described as possibly the poor-
est racial/ethnic group in the city. They are also among the poorest
immigrant groups in the nation. According to the 1990 census, the
median income for Dominican immigrant households was approxi-
mately $20,000, despite their concentration in a high-income (and
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quite expensive) region; and 30 percent lived below the poverty line.
Only Cambodians, Laotians, and a disproportionately elderly group
of immigrants from the former Soviet Union had lower median in-
comes.

Complicating the economic adjustment of Dominican immigrants
has been the increase in single-parent households. In New York City,
for instance, almost 40 percent of Dominican households with minor-
age children were headed by women.55 This development can be un-
derstood as a result of the sojourner orientation of many Dominicans,
especially men, and the changed gender relations among immigrants
in the United States. For many Dominican men, the goal is to return to
the Dominican Republic as soon as possible. Their byword is, “Five
dollars wasted today means five more years of postponement of a re-
turn to the Dominican Republic.” When women arrive, however, they
frequently find that their relationships with their husbands are more
egalitarian than was true at home. This is due in part to their entry
into the labor market; the wages they earn empower them to renegoti-
ate such fundamental matters as control over the family budget. Over
time, they become less eager to return; many Dominican women say,
“The Dominican Republic is a country for men, the United States is a
country for women.”56 In some families these diverging interests de-
velop into a conflict over ultimate goals and lead to family breakup,
with the man returning home and the woman and children remaining
in the United States.57

Nevertheless, the Dominican immigration is one of the most trans-
national in the sense that many immigrants maintain lives in the home
country and return there with some frequency. Dominicans from a
community based in Boston, for example, move back and forth, with
some also sending their children back to their home villages to receive
some of their schooling there.58 If this phenomenon occurs on a large
scale, then obviously it carries enormous implications for the incorpo-
ration of the Dominican second generation. The Dominican immigra-
tion is one that will be watched carefully by social scientists interested
in evaluating the significance of contemporary transnationalism.

Salvadorans
Immigration from El Salvador is another in the sequence of Latino
immigrations that owe their origins to political upheaval. It differs
from the Cuban and Dominican cases in that many immigrants were
motivated by fear for their lives in the context of a bloody civil war,
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and also in that their ability to remain permanently in the United
States is uncertain in many cases. As late as the 1970s, Salvadoran im-
migration amounted to at most a few thousand arrivals per year, but
the civil war that started in 1979 and lasted until 1992 changed that.
The war involved atrocities committed by both sides, often against
the civilian population, causing many to flee the country. Conse-
quently, during the 1980s the number of legal immigrants soared to
more than 200,000, and the total immigration figure was consider-
ably higher because of the large number of illegal immigrants known
to have arrived.59 The 2000 census enumerated 655,000 Salvadorans,
but this is almost certainly an underestimate. For one thing, a sub-
stantial fraction of illegal and/or illiterate immigrants in the Salva-
doran population are likely to have been missed.

Legal status is an issue of great consequence for the Salvadorans.
Although many were emigrating in fear for their lives, the U.S. gov-
ernment was reluctant to recognize them as refugees. The refugee des-
ignation is a political decision on the part of a receiving government,
and it is generally refused when the government of the nation of ori-
gin is a political ally, as was the case during the El Salvador conflict.
Consequently, Salvadorans arriving at U.S. borders were not wel-
comed in the same manner as Cubans. They usually did not even ap-
ply for asylum unless they were apprehended by immigration authori-
ties; the rate of acceptance of Salvadoran asylum applications initially
was very low, under 3 percent (compared to 60 percent or more for
Iranians, for instance), and the immigrants were afraid that such an
application in the United States would be used against them in El Sal-
vador should it be refused.60 The rate of acceptance did eventually
climb after the U.S. government agreed to set up a new review sys-
tem in the 1990 settlement of a lawsuit brought by advocates for Cen-
tral Americans, but it still remained well below the 50 percent mark.
Meanwhile, many Salvadorans already here were able to take advan-
tage of the amnesty provisions of the 1986 Immigration Reform and
Control Act. Nationwide, 150,000 previously undocumented Salva-
dorans regularized their situation under the law; in fact, the IRCA le-
galizations account for about half of the legal immigrants tallied from
1981 to 1990. Once legalized, these immigrants gained the right to
bring in close family members, and so the IRCA legalizations have
contributed to the higher legal annual immigration evident during the
1990s.
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Many other Salvadorans are still in a form of legal limbo. To fore-
stall their deportation to what was then still a war zone, Congress
passed a law in 1990 to give them temporary protected status, which
would allow them to live and work in the United States until the civil
war ended. Nearly 200,000 Salvadorans asked for this status, whose
initial duration was eighteen months. Despite the end of the war in
1992, this status was extended several times before expiring in 1994,
but by then those who had been covered were waiting for new asylum
hearings granted under the 1990 lawsuit settlement. As of the late
1990s, many Salvadorans were living in the United States from one
extension of their stay to another.61 Others, especially numerous
among post-1990 arrivals to whom the temporary protected status
did not apply, remain without any legal authorization to reside in the
United States, and frequently lead a fearful, largely underground life.

Salvadorans are concentrated in a few metropolitan regions, Los
Angeles above all, where half of those counted in 1990 were resident.
In part because of the liabilities inherent in uncertain legal status and
in part because of limited educational histories, their place in the la-
bor market tends to be quite humble. Many lacked the documents
necessary to work legally in the United States until the temporary pro-
tection program became effective in 1991; and especially once the
IRCA legislation was passed in the mid-1980s to target the employ-
ment of illegals, they found themselves unable to take regular work in
aboveground businesses. Accordingly, many Salvadorans find jobs in
the underground service economy or at the margins of the legitimate
one. Many Salvadoran men on Long Island are employed, for exam-
ple, by landscaping services. Others find work on a day-by-day basis,
appearing at shape-up locations where contractors may pick out a
few men for a specific job. Women often work as domestics, providing
cooking, housekeeping, or child care services to affluent native-born
families or even to compatriots. Even when Salvadorans have legal
authorization to work, their jobs tend to be at the bottom of the lad-
der, for instance, as kitchen and janitorial help in fast food restau-
rants.62

Jamaicans
Jamaicans are only the most numerous of a diverse Afro-Caribbean
immigration that has sprung up in the aftermath of the 1965 law. This
new immigration is writing another chapter in a little-known history
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of immigration from the English-speaking West Indies. In the early
twentieth century, this immigration drew selectively from the more
educated and skilled strata of the island societies, attracting individu-
als who “saw greater economic opportunities in the United States.”63

There has been much speculation about the reasons for the relative
economic success of these immigrants in African American communi-
ties in the northern states, where they and their children have been
disproportionately represented in the business, professional, and po-
litical elites. To cite just a few instances of civil rights leaders, Marcus
Garvey, Malcolm X, and Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman
elected to Congress, were all of West Indian birth or ancestry, as is
Colin Powell, the first black U.S. secretary of state. Nevertheless, the
ability of distinctive West Indian communities to maintain themselves
appears to have been limited, given the paramount power of race in
the United States.64

The earlier West Indian immigration was disrupted by the Great
Depression, and then very low quotas were set for the Caribbean
colonies by the Immigration Act of 1952. In any event, at that time
immigration to Great Britain offered an alternative outlet for those
who sought greater opportunity than they could find at home.65 The
result was a decades-long hiatus in immigration to the United States.
The 1965 law, which removed the discriminatory quotas for Jamaica
and the other island nations, reopened a door that had been largely
closed since the 1930s. At about the same time, Great Britain enacted
legislation to reduce immigration there from its former Caribbean
colonies.

Although U.S. law had eliminated the quotas, immigration from
the Western Hemisphere was not at first determined by the same pref-
erence system applied to the Eastern Hemisphere. Instead, immigrants
from Jamaica had to be certified by the U.S. Labor Department as fill-
ing a labor market need and not having an adverse impact on U.S.
workers.66 This made the Jamaican immigration quite unusual be-
cause women, rather than men, were better positioned to receive cer-
tification. It was women who could gain entry as domestics (who
made up half the immigrants of the late 1960s) and bring their fami-
lies later.67 (When the system of preferences was subsequently applied
to immigration from the Western Hemisphere, in 1978, the family
reunification emphasis aided this process.) In some cases, these early
immigrants deliberately took jobs considerably below their qualifica-

198 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



tions in order to gain entry to the United States; once here, they were
able to change jobs and improve their occupational situation. Other
female immigrants entered as skilled or professional workers, among
whom nurses and others in health-related occupations have been nu-
merous.

According to 1990 census data, the socioeconomic profile of Ja-
maicans places them roughly in the middle of the contemporary im-
migration spectrum. In educational terms, their rate of high school
completion, 68 percent, is somewhat above average for the entire
foreign-born population, while their rate of college graduation, 15
percent, is somewhat below average. Their median household in-
come, $30,600 in 1989 dollars, is also above average for immigrants
in general ($28,300) and even slightly above that for all the native-
born ($30,200).68

While Jamaican immigrants have attained some degree of economic
success in the United States, an unanswered question is whether they
are able to translate it into commensurate social advantages such
as residential situation. The Jamaican immigration, like most other
Afro-Caribbean immigrant streams, has flowed heavily to the New
York region. Within New York City, some neighborhoods, such as
Crown Heights/Flatbush in Brooklyn, have become known for their
concentrations of West Indian immigrants. In general, these areas are
on the edges of large African American neighborhoods, and there is
some evidence to suggest that West Indians are frequently the forerun-
ners for African American entry into a neighborhood, as has hap-
pened in Brooklyn.69 Race severely constrains the ability of Jamaicans
and other West Indians to translate the initial economic advantages
they attain as immigrants into residential advantages with long-run
consequences.

The West Indian immigrations are of particular interest because
they straddle what appears to be a major line of division among mi-
norities in the United States—between immigrant groups and African
Americans. The evidence suggests that the immigrant generation is
able to manage the resulting tensions despite frequent encounters
with racial prejudice because their identities as West Indians are firmly
anchored and they are able to compare their U.S. situation favorably
against their prospects had they not immigrated. But the tensions be-
come less manageable for the second generation, who evaluate their
situation by U.S. standards rather than those of their parents’ home-
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land. Their adaptation is influenced by their parents’ social class and
the neighborhoods they live in. Many see themselves as defined
mainly by their race in the eyes of other Americans, and their second-
generation status is much less consequential, while some strive to hold
onto an ethnic identity derived from their West Indian origins.70 The
contest between these self-definitions may prove a litmus test for pos-
sible shifts in the potency of racial status.

Chinese
Chinese immigration to the United States was the first to be affected
by an exclusionary law prohibiting immigration by an entire ethnic
group. Thus, it provides a useful benchmark for American experience
with nonwhite immigration.

Following the discovery of gold in California in 1848, Chinese
miners and merchants began arriving in San Francisco in large num-
bers. The Chinese population grew rapidly, mirroring the boomtown
growth of San Francisco and the mining industry.71 Chinese mer-
chants and former miners built a diversified ethnic economy in the
city, centered on light manufacturing, retail, and services. Chinese
labor contractors recruited men from the Pearl River Delta in Guang-
dong Province to meet the growing labor demand. Chinese were the
mainstay of the workforce that built the transcontinental railroad
from California through the Sierra Nevada into Utah, and Chinese
labor developed California’s early agricultural economy, from con-
structing the levees and irrigation systems in the Sacramento River
Delta and San Joachin Valley to cultivating new farmland.

By 1870, there were more than 63,000 Chinese immigrants in the
West; in California, Chinese made up a quarter of the state’s work-
force. Although initially the Chinese were welcomed, soon complaints
from white gold miners about competition ignited a three-decade-
long buildup of anti-Chinese sentiment among whites in the western
states.72 A long series of legislative efforts aimed to restrict Chinese
entrepreneurial activity and labor market competition.73 They culmi-
nated in the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, ending the
immigration of Chinese laborers. A decade later, a follow-up exclu-
sion law extended the ban to include all classes of Chinese, including
merchants. Citizenship law excluded Chinese immigrants from natu-
ralization. Moreover, as nonwhites, they could not testify in court, a
rule that exacerbated their vulnerability to racist violence. It was dur-
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ing this period that “not a Chinaman’s chance” became a well-known
adage.

The Chinese exclusion laws were stringently monitored and en-
forced by the federal government because public opinion was so
firmly behind their intent. Following their passage, the anti-Chinese
movement spawned violent mob action, driving Chinese from their
niches in the mainstream economy in fishing, mining, agriculture, and
industry. As they were driven out, Chinese laborers returned to the
Pearl River Delta—if they could afford the passage home—or found
shelter in the larger Chinatowns in San Francisco and Oakland, or
moved to the East (New York City and Boston) and South (the Missis-
sippi Delta and Louisiana). The Chinatown merchant elite tried its
best to defend Chinese interests through legal action in the courts.
Though unsuccessful, these actions established a record of protest
against the harsh treatment meted out to the Chinese American com-
munity.

In the aftermath of the virulent anti-Chinese movement, China-
towns emerged as segregated ghettos. Well into the early decades of
the twentieth century, older residents could recall being stoned and
beaten by whites if they ventured elsewhere. The immigrant enclave
economy was cut back as restrictive legislation curtailed Chinese en-
trepreneurial activity in manufacturing and in agriculture and fishing.
What remained of the diverse range of Chinese-owned businesses in
California was concentrated in areas in which Chinese did not com-
pete directly with white firms and workers—mainly specialty shops
serving a Chinese ethnic clientele, as well as the laundry business, do-
mestic service, and tourism.

In Chinatowns, a sizable second generation was slow to emerge.74

Chinese laborers had come to America as male sojourners, leaving
their wives and children in their home villages in the Pearl River
Delta. The few Chinese women who migrated to the United States
during the period of open immigration were either wives of merchants
or prostitutes. After the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act, the
Chinese laborers who remained in America were forbidden by law to
bring their wives and children to join them. Gradually, the merchant
families and the prostitutes who married laborer husbands produced
a second generation, who grew up in a community dominated by ag-
ing bachelors, the laborers who had remained in America. The second
generation acculturated, but it was not until after World War II that
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the American-born Chinese assimilated, as we noted in Chapter 3.75 A
quasi-second generation also appeared after the San Francisco earth-
quake of 1906 destroyed the city’s records, when Chinese immigrant
men could claim that they were born in America and were therefore
citizens entitled to bring immediate family members to the United
States. This opened the way for some Chinese to immigrate by pre-
tending to be the sons of these men. The pattern of “paper son” mi-
gration continued for years and in some families involved multiple
generations migrating to America. Though reduced to a trickle com-
pared to what it was in the mid-nineteenth century, immigration con-
tinued through such loopholes. During World War II, a revision of the
immigration law opened the door slightly, setting a quota of 105 le-
gal Chinese immigrants a year. Additionally, the War Brides Act al-
lowed American-born Chinese veterans to bring back wives married
in China. Likewise, “stranded students” who were studying at Ameri-
can universities at the time of the Chinese Communist victory in 1949
were allowed to become permanent residents.

There were 105,465 Chinese immigrants in 1880; not until 1920
did the Chinese American population return to its size prior to the
Chinese Exclusion Act, as a second generation slowly emerged. From
111,010 in 1920, the Chinese American population grew slowly to
only 141,768 in 1950.76 The McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 finally did
away with the exclusion of Chinese and other Asian immigrants from
naturalization as U.S. citizens.

Only with the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965 did large-
scale immigration of Chinese resume. More than 1.3 million legal im-
migrants came to the United States between 1968 and 2000, making
this the third-largest immigrant stream (following those from Mexico
and the Philippines), and far surpassing numerically the scale of the
earlier nineteenth-century Chinese immigration. The new Chinese im-
migration has also been substantially more diverse in its social and
geographic origins. Rather than emanating from the rural counties of
the Pearl River Delta, these immigrants come from Taiwan, Hong
Kong, Southeast Asia, and the Chinese mainland. Some have arrived
through the family reunification clause of the 1965 immigration law,
which allowed the families of the descendants of the earlier immigra-
tion to bring over their relatives. These immigrants, many of whom
come from mainland China, have tended to settle in existing China-
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towns, where they find employment in ethnic firms. Others are highly
educated professionals who, after earning their postgraduate degrees
in American universities, find jobs in mainstream firms and settle in
suburban communities.

Koreans
Although Koreans originally came to the United States in the early-
twentieth-century immigration from Asia, they remained a very small
immigrant group, never more than 2,000 to 3,000 per year. Within
the first years of immigration after 1965, new Korean immigrants
quickly surpassed the total number of Koreans who had arrived in the
first wave. An average of 30,000 to 35,000 Korean immigrants ar-
rived annually in the United States from 1976 to 1990. By the end
of the 1980s, Koreans were among the top five immigrant groups
(after Mexicans and Filipinos). In the 1990s, however, the group’s rate
of growth fell, as the attractiveness of the immigration option appar-
ently declined with the growth of the South Korean economy: the an-
nual number of arrivals was cut in half, while the number of returns,
much more difficult to estimate, grew.77 The main center of Korean
American population is southern California, in and around Los An-
geles, where 260,000 were residing in 2000. The second-largest popu-
lation center is the New York–New Jersey metropolitan area, with
about 170,000 Koreans. Once established, the large Korean ethnic
economy in these areas provided ethnically bounded opportunities,
which in turn drew more immigrants.78

The selectivity of the Korean immigration, despite its relative size,
is striking. First, Koreans came primarily from one city, Seoul. South
Korea’s export-led economic development strategy in the 1950s and
1960s sparked rapid industrial growth and urbanization that trans-
formed Seoul into one of the most densely populated cities in the
world. Urbanization brought masses of rural migrants into the city at
a time when South Korea was experiencing an explosive population
growth.79 In addition, refugees from the North settled there after the
Korean War. As a means of coping with urban population growth, the
government encouraged emigration. Second, Korean immigrants are
predominantly from the urban middle class. Over 70 percent have
college and postgraduate degrees. Professionals and technical work-
ers—physicians, nurses, engineers, pharmacists, dentists—outnumber
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any other occupational group. Unlike, for example, Chinese profes-
sionals from Taiwan and mainland China, many of whom earned
their postgraduate degrees at American universities, Korean profes-
sionals generally earned their degrees in Korean universities and were
already employed in their areas of training prior to immigration.
Third, Koreans come with the aim of settling in America as immi-
grants. They are generally already married couples who arrive with
their children. Usually, they sell their homes and other fixed assets be-
fore emigrating and bring their savings as financial capital to facilitate
the transition to working lives in the United States.80

The similarity in social background has given rise to a close-knit
Korean immigrant community. Flourishing membership in Korean
Protestant churches reflects the social cohesiveness. In the New York
metropolitan area alone, Korean Protestant churches increased in
number from six in 1971 to over three hundred in 1986. More than
sites of worship, these churches serve multiple purposes as centers
of Korean communal life.81 Korean ministers are heavily involved in
community service, from matchmaking to interpreting for newly ar-
rived immigrants and helping them find jobs and housing. Korean im-
migrants seek help from friends and acquaintances when they are
looking for a job, obtaining timely business information and contacts,
and even negotiating business deals. The churches foster a family at-
mosphere useful in promoting cooperation within the Korean com-
munity.

Although relatively few come from business backgrounds, Korean
immigrants have the highest self-employment rate of any of the post-
1965 immigrant groups. Over a third of Korean households are in-
volved in operating a small business—more than twice the percent-
age for comparable immigrant groups such as the Cubans, the Chi-
nese, and the Indians. The large proportion of Koreans going into
small business can be accounted for by the difficulty of finding jobs in
their area of training, given their foreign credentials and problems in
adapting to an English-speaking cultural environment.82 (Although
Filipino professionals also have foreign credentials, their familiarity
with English prior to emigration accounts in part for why so many
seek employment in the mainstream economy even when unable to
find jobs in their area of professional training.) Yet another reason
why Koreans have concentrated in small business may be the effec-
tiveness of their ethnic business associations. Korean entrepreneurs
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concentrate in specific niches, such as greengroceries, liquor and food
stores, gas stations, dry cleaning, and garment subcontracting. For
each of these niches there is a Korean business association that pro-
vides valuable services for its members, including group insurance,
tax advice, legal services, and business seminars. The business associ-
ations also promote ethnic solidarity. They enable Korean small busi-
nesses to cooperate in reducing intragroup competition, negotiate for
better terms with non-Korean suppliers and contractors, fight against
discriminatory treatment of Korean firms, work on improving rela-
tions with blacks in the central city, and pursue a host of other activi-
ties that promote their interests.83

The pattern of incorporation of Korean immigrants resembles the
experience of other middleman minorities. Korean small businesses
have specialized in serving the inner city, in part because this market
offers a relatively high profit margin. Despite the risks involved in op-
erating businesses in the ghetto, the opportunity to accumulate capital
rapidly is viewed by Korean entrepreneurs as outweighing the dan-
gers they confront, even in the face of growing hostility toward them
from the black community. The average gross annual profit of Korean
small businesses is substantially higher than for either Cuban- or Chi-
nese-owned businesses.84 Such success offers a relatively quick ascen-
dance into the upper-middle class for many Korean households. Al-
though Korean immigrant entrepreneurs may rely heavily on the
ethnic economy for their livelihood, the aim of assimilating into
American life is evident in the choice of residence in the more affluent
suburban neighborhoods and in the rapid acculturation of the second
generation and its high educational attainment.

Filipinos
The early Filipino migration to the United States began in the 1920s
and reached its height in the 1930s during the Great Depression. Fili-
pinos arrived as single male laborers to fill the niches left vacant by
the exclusion of Japanese, Koreans, and South Asians following the
Immigration Act of 1924. After Spain ceded the Philippines to the
United States at the conclusion of the Spanish-American War, Filipi-
nos acquired the legal status of American nationals. Although they
were not granted citizenship, they were not barred by the exclu-
sionary laws that ended other Asian immigrations. Filipinos were em-
ployed principally in agriculture, where they formed a mainstay of the
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migrant labor force, working on farms in the central valley of Califor-
nia, from Stockton down through the Imperial Valley to Los Angeles,
as well as in Oregon and Washington, and in the salmon fisheries in
Alaska. Filipino laborers were also in demand as household servants
and porters. By the 1930s, the Filipino population numbered about
45,000.

The pattern of labor migration was similar to that of the other
Asian groups that preceded them. Filipinos came as sojourners drawn
by the high wages of the American labor market, but with the inten-
tion of eventually returning to the Philippines. They worked from
dawn till after sunset in crews under the supervision of a co-ethnic la-
bor contractor, lived in makeshift bunkhouses, and moved on after
the harvest to another area. Unlike the earlier Japanese laborers, Fili-
pinos did not shift into self-employment to establish their own farms
or businesses. They also did not establish communities with an ethnic
economy to provide a differentiated base of small businesses and em-
ployment for professionals. Nor did they send for wives from the
home country. Instead they remained on the lowest rungs of the labor
force, where few earned enough to accumulate savings that would en-
able them to return to the Philippines.85

As migrant laborers, Filipinos quickly acquired a reputation for in-
dependence, as reflected by the organization of the Filipino Labor
Union based in Stockton and Salinas, which led them in a number of
militant strikes, sometimes violently suppressed by armed vigilantes
and local police forces. Filipino laborers soon provoked a backlash
among both white farm owners and laborers from Oklahoma with
whom they competed. Interracial dating and marriage between Fili-
pino laborers and white women also provoked the anger of whites,
resulting in the extension of the anti-miscegenation law by the Cali-
fornia state legislature to include the “Malay” race in its general pro-
hibition of interracial union applying to the black and “mongolian”
races. By the early 1930s, the frequency of sporadic but violent racial
conflicts had increased in California. Anti-Filipino sentiment culmi-
nated in the passage of the Tydings-McDuffie Act in 1934 by the U.S.
Congress, aimed at stopping Filipino migration. The sponsor, Senator
Millard Tydings, argued: “It is absolutely illogical to have an immi-
gration policy to exclude Japanese and Chinese and permit Filipinos
en masse to come into the country. . . . If they continue to settle in
certain areas they will come in conflict with white labor . . . and in-
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crease the opportunity for more racial prejudice and bad feeling of all
kinds.”86

Not until 1965 did Filipino migration to the United States resume.
The second-wave migration, markedly different in composition from
the first, has involved predominantly professionals and technical
workers who come not as single male sojourners but as families with
the intent to settle. The Philippines has been a major source of nurses
and medical doctors for the United States, providing staff for hospi-
tals in most major metropolitan areas. These immigrants also include
large numbers of engineers, scientists, teachers, and lawyers. Only 10
percent of Filipino immigrants now arrive as laborers. A striking as-
pect of this, the second-largest immigration stream, is its lack of visi-
bility. Professionals and technical workers have assimilated rapidly in
some areas, acquiring jobs in mainstream institutions and residing in
mixed neighborhoods, mostly in the suburbs.87 Like the earlier wave
of Filipino migrants, the English-speaking middle-class Filipino immi-
grants have established few ethnic enclaves, whether residential or
business. This is not to say that Filipino immigrants have not encoun-
tered difficulties in their accommodation to American society. Many,
especially physicians, lawyers, and pharmacists, have trouble securing
licenses to practice their professions; and some consequently take jobs
well below their training, as clerks, secretaries, mechanics, or techni-
cians.

Both supply and demand account for the professional and technical
nature of the new Filipino migration. Higher education in the Philip-
pines expanded rapidly in the post–World War II period, so that by
the 1970s, 25 percent of the college-age population was enrolled in
colleges and universities. The Philippines then ranked second only to
the United States in the proportion of youth enrolled in higher educa-
tion. Only approximately 60 percent of college graduates, however,
can find employment other than in menial work.88 Moreover, jobs re-
quiring college education and professional training pay poorly rela-
tive to salaries in advanced industrial economies. On the demand side,
the U.S. labor market has faced chronic shortages of skilled and pro-
fessional workers, notably nurses, engineers, accountants, and physi-
cians. Hospitals, for instance, actively recruit nurses in the Philippines
to meet their staffing needs. The nursing shortage stems from a con-
vergence of a number of trends: the rapid growth in demand in health
care following the establishment of Medicare, the shift from reliance
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on private practice to health management organizations, and the de-
cline in the prestige of the nursing profession owing to relatively low
salaries and the opening of traditionally male occupations to
women.89 As a result, hospitals find that they need to recruit nurses as
well as physicians from abroad.

East Indians
As with the other Asian groups, migrants from India first arrived in
the United States in the early twentieth century in response to the de-
mand for cheap labor.90 By the 1920s, about 6,400 laborers from the
farming region of Punjab were working in sawmills and on railroads
in the state of Washington. The Western Pacific Railroad recruited la-
borers from India to construct and maintain railway tracks, but their
use as replacements for striking white workers sparked violent con-
frontations. As racial conflict intensified, Indian immigrants fled to
California, where they were welcomed by white farmers as replace-
ments for the aging Chinese laborers who were returning to retire in
China and for Japanese who were leaving migrant labor for self-em-
ployment in small farms. Although their total number remained rela-
tively small, Indians soon became one of the main groups of migrant
laborers in the San Joachin and Imperial valleys, where they traveled
from farm to farm in small bands organized by labor contractors.

Like the other Asian immigrant groups, Indian laborers came as
single male sojourners. Their social organization centered on their
lives as migrant laborers. They did not settle to form ethnic communi-
ties as did the Chinese and Japanese, but instead they lived in tempo-
rary shelters as itinerant workers, in bunkhouses provided by their
white employers, or in the open fields. Eventually some left migrant
labor to start their own small farms, leasing the land from white land-
owners. They proved to be skillful farmers, growing crops such as rice
and cotton that were familiar to them from their native farms in the
Punjab region.

Nominally Caucasian but treated like other Asians, Indians suf-
fered from an anomalous racial classification that led them to chal-
lenge the application to themselves of the exclusion rules then applied
to other Asian immigrants. In two of the early court cases, U.S. v.
Balsara (1910) and the Ajkoy Kumar Mazumdar decision (1913),
the courts ruled that they were entitled to naturalized citizenship as
Caucasians. In 1923, however, the Supreme Court ruled in U.S. v.
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Bhagat Singh Thind that despite their Aryan origin, Indians could not
be regarded as white. The definition of a white person, argued the
Court, must be based on the understanding of the common man,
which the Court interpreted as meaning whites from Europe.91 As
nonwhites, Indians became ineligible for naturalization, and they
were excluded from immigration by the 1924 Immigration Act.

Very few Indian women came to the United States in the first wave
of migration. After the enactment of the 1917 immigration law, In-
dian immigrants were legally barred from bringing their wives to
America. Although some farmers married white women despite the
anti-miscegenation law in California, from 75 to 90 percent of
Punjabi men who married in central and southern California took
Mexican wives. Others lived out their lives in California as lonely
bachelors (although many had wives in India whom they visited infre-
quently on return trips home). Little is known about the first wave of
Indian immigrants after the early part of the twentieth century, but by
the mid-1960s the Punjabi presence in California had all but disap-
peared as a visible coloration in the state’s ethnic fabric.92

The second wave of immigration from India began after the pas-
sage of the Immigration Act of 1965. By 2000, more than 800,000 In-
dians had settled in the United States; together with their children and
the descendants of the earlier wave, they constituted a group of more
than 1.6 million.93 By contrast to the first wave of largely illiterate
laborers, the new Indian immigrants were predominantly highly edu-
cated professionals who came to the United States for their postgrad-
uate education and stayed or who had emigrated as physicians, engi-
neers, and technical workers with educational credentials from Indian
universities. The Indian professionals are urban cosmopolitans flu-
ent in English and with the human capital to enable them to adapt
smoothly to life in the United States. They originate principally from
three states: Gujarat, Punjab, and Kerala.94 More than 80 percent are
of the Hindu faith and about 14 percent are Muslim. Many are mar-
ried and arrive with the intention of settling as naturalized citizens.
They tend to live in large cities on the East and West coasts, with the
largest number in the Northeast region, where a third of the immi-
grant Indian population resides. California has about 20 percent, the
largest concentration of any state, followed by New York and New
Jersey.

Although over 90 percent of East Indians live in urban areas, they
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have not established many visible ethnic communities, preferring in-
stead to live in ethnically mixed urban neighborhoods, whether in the
central city or in older suburban residential areas.95 On New York
City’s Lower East Side, East Sixth Street has come to be known as
“Little India,” though it is not a residential enclave but a street lined
with Indian restaurants; the borough of Queens, however, can boast
of an area that contains both commercial and residential concentra-
tions of Indians, though the population density of the group is low
(that is, the majority of residents are non-Indian).96

As of the 1990 census, 71 percent of Indians have college or post-
graduate degrees, making them the most highly educated of any eth-
nic group in the United States. Three-quarters are in professional,
managerial, technical, and administrative service occupations, com-
pared to 60 percent for non-Hispanic whites. The occupational pro-
file of the immigrants has carried forward to the second generation; in
1990, 74 percent were in the same occupational categories as their
parents, representing a remarkably smooth transfer of human-cul-
tural capital from one generation to another.97 They are concentrated
in industries such as finance, health care, hospitality, and retail trade.
In New York, Indians have established ethnic niches in the municipal
bureaucracy, such as the Metropolitan Transport Authority and the
Engineering Division.

Vietnamese
At the time of the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965, only six
hundred Vietnamese were living in the United States. They were not
an ethnic group in formation since they came to the United States not
as immigrants but as students, language instructors, and diplomats.
Vietnamese began to arrive in large numbers in 1975 as refugees from
the communist victory in South Vietnam. During the final days of
American military and diplomatic presence in Saigon, 86,000 Viet-
namese were airlifted out of the besieged city. They were mainly mem-
bers of the South Vietnamese political and military elite and their de-
pendents, who during the course of the Indochina war had become
closely identified with the American intervention.98 The evacuation
was hurriedly organized. Many refugees remember desperate airlifts
aboard military helicopters from the rooftop of the U.S. embassy;
last-minute dashes by car or truck to the Saigon airport in the midst of
relentless bombing by communist forces; or pell-mell nighttime es-
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capes to the beaches near Saigon, where they set off into the open sea
on small boats in the hope of being picked up by U.S. naval vessels pa-
trolling offshore and transported to refugee camps in Guam and the
Philippines.99

The Vietnamese refugees arrived in the United States in several
waves from 1975 to the early 1980s, until by 1985 there were
643,000 Vietnamese living in American communities. The first
130,000 Vietnamese refugees came as part of a well-organized Ameri-
can resettlement program. From processing camps set up in Cali-
fornia and Arkansas, they were later dispersed by design across the
country to private settlement centers set up by churches and local in-
stitutions; but within a short time, many moved to warmer regions,
mainly in Orange County and San Jose, California, and in southern
states such as Texas and Louisiana. As suggested by their social ori-
gins in Vietnam, this initial wave of refugees was relatively well edu-
cated, with 16 percent college graduates and almost two-thirds of
adults reporting some fluency in English. They were predominantly
from Saigon, most were Christian, and most came with intact fami-
lies. In 1977, as the realities of the harsh conditions imposed by com-
munist rule in Vietnam sank in, hundreds of thousands from the ur-
ban middle class and from small coastal cities and villages fled by boat
to form a second wave of refugees. These so-called “boat people” en-
dured horrific experiences of hardship at sea. Pirates attacked most of
the boats, often several times, plundering, killing, and raping the de-
fenseless refugees. Others drowned as their boats capsized and sank in
tropical storms. Those who survived the ordeal gathered in refugee
camps in Southeast Asia and Hong Kong to await resettlement in the
United States and Europe. Unlike the first group, most in the second
wave were unable to speak English and were less westernized; a large
number were ethnically Chinese.100

When the refugees arrived in the United States, the American pub-
lic was still deeply divided over the long and costly Indochina war.
Nonetheless, the resettlement program went smoothly, accomplish-
ing its mission of finding families and community organizations to of-
fer assistance. Despite sporadic incidents involving racial insults and
threats, within a relatively short period of time Vietnamese adults (95
percent of males and 93 percent of females by 1978) found jobs in
the communities where they had settled. Refugees from the profes-
sional middle class experienced downward job mobility, but those
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from blue-collar occupational backgrounds usually found jobs com-
parable to those they had held in Vietnam.101

The arrival of large numbers of Vietnamese refugees in secondary
migrations from their original settlement areas was met by outright
hostility in some communities—in Seadrift, Texas, for example,
where the growing settlement of Vietnamese was viewed by white
fishermen as a threat to their livelihood.102 Whites charged that Viet-
namese fishermen used unfair means to compete, worked longer
hours, and lacked an understanding of long-established etiquette and
norms involving fishing rights in the coastal town. The Ku Klux Klan
sought to mobilize anti-Vietnamese sentiment, and rumors of thou-
sands more refugees arriving in Seadrift added to the volatility of the
confrontation. Tension mounted and violence erupted as Vietnamese
fishermen sought to establish a niche in the fishing industry on the
Gulf Coast. Elsewhere, the settlement of Vietnamese did not provoke
the same intensity of reaction, in part because those settling in Orange
County and San Jose did not pose a competitive threat to local busi-
ness interests. In San Jose, for example, Vietnamese refugees quickly
found blue-collar jobs in the high-tech industry, meeting the labor
needs of a rapidly expanding sector of the economy.

The largest Vietnamese communities are in California, where one-
third settled, many after moving from their initial resettlement sites.
As in the Cuban refugee community, the politics of the Vietnamese
community were shaped by commitment to the anticommunism of
the deposed political and military elite. The former vice president of
South Vietnam, General Nguyen Cao Ky, a liquor store owner in
Huntington Beach, California, and other former military officers pro-
moted a desire to return to Vietnam to overthrow the communists,
similar to the anticommunist stance of the political refugees in the Cu-
ban community in Miami. Former political and military leaders lob-
bied Washington to secure a commitment to support their return to
Vietnam. Given this orientation, it is not surprising that many refu-
gees saw themselves as sojourners in America, believing that they
would eventually return to Vietnam.

The realities of making a living and settling into family life in the
United States soon shifted their attention to the practical tasks of ac-
commodation. Vietnamese merchants set up retail shops and restau-
rants on Bolsa Avenue in Orange County which catered to the immi-
grant community and became known as “Little Saigon.” In San Jose,
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Vietnamese shops became a visible presence in the downtown shop-
ping area. The Vietnamese ethnic economy flourished as more refu-
gees arrived from their original settlement areas, but it remained al-
most entirely an ethnic retail economy that served the immigrant
community with specialty foods and professional services. Ethnic
Chinese Vietnamese, who previously had occupied the small-business
niche in Vietnam, operated many of the shops. In Los Angeles, Chi-
nese Vietnamese entrepreneurs opened restaurants and grocery stores
in the old Chinatown in the downtown district.

Close-knit networks of families and friends pooled resources
through patchwork arrangements of mutual assistance as the need
arose among friends and acquaintances. As is common in all immi-
grant communities, networks helped to distribute resources efficiently
among families, providing an informal welfare system that supported
them during the difficult periods of adaptation. Often several nuclear
families shared the same dwelling to save on rent. In Philadelphia,
middle-class immigrants were wary of forming ties with ethnic associ-
ations led by members of the former elite in Vietnam.103 Rather than
building formal organizations to promote ethnic interests, Vietnamese
immigrants have instead tended to use network mechanisms to pro-
mote communal interests.104

The entry of married women into the labor force changed the pat-
tern of family life for middle-class Vietnamese families, which had
been built on the ideal of patriarchal authority. As parents worked
long hours to reclaim in America their former middle-class status, the
generations growing up in urban communities acculturated as they
progressed through public education. Their experiences ranged from
those of the well-publicized academic high achievers who became val-
edictorians of their high school class to those of juvenile delinquents
who roamed urban neighborhoods in youth gangs. As a new ethnic
group arising from recent migration, the Vietnamese suffer from so-
cial problems that appear to be rooted in the familiar tensions and
conflicts arising from changes in gender roles and intergenerational
differences and that reflect the effects of acculturation in a family con-
text in which New World conventions and practices clash with Old
World values.105

Our brief sketches of ten of the largest immigrant streams point to the
diversity of contemporary immigration. The post-1965 immigrants
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come from many more countries than did earlier immigrants from Eu-
rope. Some immigrant groups are new to the American scene, includ-
ing smaller ones we did not mention because there are literally too
many of them (moreover, little is known about the smaller immigrant
groups). The list of identifiable ethnic groups in the 2000 census has
grown to include nearly every nationality represented at the United
Nations, as well as subnational groups such as the Kurds. This daz-
zling array of ethnic groups has made the United States arguably the
most ethnically diverse country on the planet.
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• C H A P T E R S I X •

Evidence of Contemporary Assimilation

Assimilation is by its nature a multigenerational process. This fact im-
poses limits on our ability at the beginning of the twenty-first century
to infer all the trajectories in American society initiated by a largely
post-1960s immigration. While the immigrant generation experiences
some changes as it accommodates to life in a new society, these are of
necessity constrained for individuals who have been socialized in an-
other, usually quite different society. Hence, changes that are evident
in the immigrants themselves cannot serve as the basis for ultimate
conclusions about assimilation. It is only with the U.S.-born, or the
foreign-born who immigrate at an early age and are raised mostly in
the United States (usefully labeled the 1.5 generation),1 that there is
any possibility of assessing the true prospects for the assimilation of
immigrant groups.

But even for the second generation, the experience of the ethnics of
the past offers reason to be cautious about bold conclusions. For most
European and East Asian groups, the assimilation of this generation
was partial. Indeed, the well-known studies (to say nothing of a huge
imaginative literature) depict the children of immigrants as individu-
als whose lives were profoundly affected by their ethnic origins, who
resided mostly in ethnic communities and exhibited in a variety of
ways thinking and behavior that were characteristic of the group. It
was only with the third and, in some cases, the fourth generations that
the powerful undercurrent of assimilation came unmistakably to the
surface.
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For the new immigrant groups, the second generation is still largely
young, and thus studies generally can track it at best through the ini-
tial phases of adulthood. The third generation, insofar as it exists at
all, is small and composed chiefly of children; its distinctive character-
istics as a generation will emerge only in the future. The fourth (and
later) generations are to be found only among those groups in the
contemporary stream whose immigration history reaches back into
past eras; this includes Mexicans, Canadians, a few European groups
(such as Russians and other eastern Europeans), and the Chinese.
Only for the Mexicans, whose immigration into the Southwest and
California has been continuous, though growing, over the past cen-
tury, is there a plausible case to be made that the characteristics of the
third and later generations are indicative of changes to be expected
across the generations for recent immigrants and their descendants.2

For other groups, especially the Europeans and East Asians, there is
such a long temporal gap between the immigration of the earlier era,
which accounts for the overwhelming majority of the contemporary
third and fourth generations, and the new immigration that the char-
acteristics of these generations are, quite obviously, of very dubious
prognostic value for the descendants of present immigrants. There is
simply no compelling reason to believe that the lives of, say, third-,
fourth-, and later-generation Chinese Americans, whose immigrant
ancestors may have arrived anytime in the latter half of the nineteenth
century, are indicative for the future grandchildren and great-grand-
children of recent arrivals from Taiwan, Hong Kong, or mainland
China. In short, for most groups stemming from post-1960s immigra-
tion, evidence of assimilation must be taken largely from the first and
second generations. The picture is of necessity a fragmented and trun-
cated one, and the conclusions must be regarded as provisional.

In what follows, we review the record in a number of key areas: lan-
guage assimilation, socioeconomic position, residential change, and
intermarriage. We have to acknowledge that the relevant data in pub-
lished research are limited, as much research on the new immigration
concentrates on the immigrants themselves or on the ethnic groups as
wholes, which are dominated by large immigrant generations. Our at-
tention focuses mostly on the groups from south of the Rio Grande,
from the Caribbean, and from Asia. They are by no means the entirety
of the new immigration, which includes significant streams from Can-
ada and Europe, but they do constitute its great bulk—“more than
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eight out of ten arriving in the 1980s and 1990s.”3 And because of
their non-European ancestry, they constitute the litmus test of the rel-
evance of assimilation for immigration today.

To assist in our assessments, we draw on conceptual models that
abstract the assimilation process as it was experienced by the descen-
dants of European immigrants. By cautiously comparing the changes
observed among the descendants of contemporary immigrants to
those expected under these models (for instance, the three-generation
model of conversion to English monolingualism), we attempt to add
further plausibility to our main conclusion, namely, that assimilation
will manifest itself among many descendants of the post-1965 new
immigration. In truth, some aspects of assimilation, especially in the
domains of acculturation, could be described as close to universal.
Nevertheless, we recognize that models reflecting the experiences of
past eras cannot be translated intact into the present, for much has
changed. In invoking these models, we remain attentive to the re-
spects in which they need modification. What we attempt, then, is a
careful balancing act.

Acculturation and Language Assimilation

There is universal agreement that some degree of acculturation is in-
evitable, but its precise extent and ultimate significance are subject to
considerably more debate. As we showed in Chapter 2, the view in the
classical conception of assimilation was that acculturation was over-
whelmingly a one-directional and substitutive process, in which im-
migrants and their descendants acquired the culture of mainstream
America, with commensurate loss of their own. As we noted, there
are difficulties with this simplistic depiction. But what should the al-
ternative be? One of the most influential and frequently invoked ideas
is the anthropologist Margaret Gibson’s notion of “multilinear accul-
turation,” according to which immigrant groups selectively acquire
linguistic and other cultural practices of the majority culture without
rejecting their own ethnic identity and culture.4 Hence, acculturation
is, in Gibson’s view, an “additive” process involving purposive selec-
tion of cultural practices that are useful to the immigrant group. This
is contrasted with the subtractive nature of one-way acculturation.
Gibson also stresses the practical possibility of multiculturalism—of
coexisting commitments to multiple cultural universes—which, obvi-
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ously, is also assumed by those who view transnationalism as a major
phenomenon of the future, for this requires that immigrants and their
children continue to feel at home in the countries of their ancestors.

Selective acculturation can be read as minimalist: the children and
grandchildren of immigrants must of course be proficient in certain
aspects of American culture, the English language above all, if they
are to enjoy any success outside the confines of ethnic enclaves. But
with the exception of such inevitable concessions to the host society,
they preserve a salient cultural distinctiveness. The concept assumes
parental choice and ethnic community constraint in the adoption of
American cultural practices by the second generation. Ethnic commu-
nity norms would therefore have a determinative influence on major
life decisions of immigrants and perhaps their children—about jobs,
residential location, and marital choice, for instance.5 Whether this
communal influence can maintain its effectiveness beyond the im-
migrant generation is questionable. Indeed, accounts of generational
tension between parents and adolescent children, common in every
immigrant group, suggest that a weakening of social control may of-
ten occur relatively early in the American experience, especially when
both parents work long hours away from home.6 Illustrative of this
are the well-known problems associated with youth gangs in large im-
migrant communities. The fact is that acculturation is only partly the
result of intentional choices; instead, much also stems from the unin-
tended consequences of accommodation to schooling and everyday
life in the United States. Gibson notes, for instance, that Punjabi Sikh
students in a rural California community generally aspire to college
education and professional jobs—occupations far removed from the
farming life of their immigrant parents. College and subsequent job
choices are likely to scatter successful young Sikhs away from their
home community and one another, adding obvious complexities and
difficulties to the problem of maintaining an ethnic cultural base. The
concept of selective acculturation may also underestimate the seduc-
tiveness of American culture and, in particular, of the individualism
and materialism that permeate American life.7 In any case, the forms
of social controls available to parents in bounded immigrant commu-
nities can be expected to attenuate with successive generations, if the
experiences of the earlier immigrations from Europe, East Asia, and
Central America are any indication.

One trajectory of acculturation that can be directly glimpsed is that
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of linguistic change, for which a large, albeit imperfect, body of data
exists. Language is in fact quite crucial for the persistence of a broad-
gauge cultural differentiation, since many aspects of ethnic culture
are embedded in a linguistic matrix and are weakened or lost if the
mother tongue is no longer used or even known. To take just one ex-
ample, the numerous pronouns of the Vietnamese language register
the respect traditionally accorded family elders, who may berate
youths who address them in English.8 Language can thus be seen as a
handy and tangible index of cultural differentiation. The paradigm of
multilinear acculturation finds ready application in this domain, ac-
knowledging that, as a practical matter, acquisition of English is im-
perative for immigrants and, even more so, for their children, but
holding out the prospect that English competence can be acquired
without loss of the mother tongue. Bilingualism, then, is the outcome
anticipated as an alternative to full linguistic acculturation.

There is, however, considerable evidence from the experiences of
past immigrations to suggest difficulties for bilingualism in the long
term. The speed of the shift toward the host language in the United
States appears to be unusual, if not unique. One paradigm of lan-
guage shift—a three-generation transition to English monolingual-
ism, first codified by the sociolinguists Joshua Fishman and Calvin
Veltman—held, with few exceptions, for earlier (mainly European)
immigrant groups.9 Schematically, the process of Anglicization occurs
in the following way. Some individuals of the immigrant generation
learn English, though they generally prefer their native language, es-
pecially at home. Thus, their children usually grow up as bilinguals,
but many of them prefer English, “responding to their parents in the
dominant language while understanding what the parents say in the
mother tongue.”10 Members of the second generation generally speak
English at home when establishing their own households and rearing
children. Consequently, by the third generation, the prevalent pattern
is English monolingualism, and knowledge of the mother tongue for
most ethnics is fragmentary at best.

Infiltration of English into the home, a critical factor in the Anglici-
zation process, often begins when children enter school. As English
becomes accepted out of necessity by immigrants and the second gen-
eration as the dominant language in the public sphere, the mother
tongue is more and more restricted to use with social intimates, espe-
cially family members.11 Consequently, if the private use of the minor-
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ity language attenuates, then effectively there is no refuge left for it.
There are some exceptions to the three-generation pattern of Anglici-
zation: one is the Navajo language, whose retention has little bearing
on immigrant languages, but another may be Spanish. Whether Span-
ish is truly an exception or simply undergoes linguistic shift at a
slower pace is an important and debated question. One view has been
that Spanish speakers are on average a generation or so behind others
in converting to English monolingualism, but another view sees in the
huge size of the Spanish-speaking group and in the proximity of Latin
America factors that make Spanish unique among immigrant lan-
guages in its ability to resist the hegemony of English.12

Language acculturation begins in the immigrant generation. Of
course, some immigrants learn English even before they come to the
United States. Indian and Filipino immigrants, for example, come
from countries where English is widely spoken, and consequently
most know some English before they arrive. Once immigrants are
here, their acquisition of English is affected by a series of factors in-
cluding age at arrival, education, and length of residence in the United
States.13 Also, immigrants who come with the intention of taking up
permanent residence are more likely to acquire English than those
who view themselves as sojourners. Adult immigrants who come with
their families are more likely to invest in learning English since they
usually have school-age children, whose success in American schools
is an obvious parental concern. The immigrants’ social context in the
United States further influences their acquisition of English, because
it determines the incentives and opportunities to use one language
rather than the other. For instance, a group’s size and degree of segre-
gation have been found to influence its rate of shift to English: the
larger, more segregated language groups shift more slowly.14

Whatever the regularity of mother-tongue use, some proficiency in
English generally is apparent among immigrants who have resided in
the United States for more than a few years, and English proficiency
attains a high level among their U.S.-born children. Even in the largest
enclave economies—the Cubans in Miami, Koreans in Los Angeles,
and Chinese in San Francisco—U.S.-born generations are, to an over-
whelming degree, fluent in English. The concern, voiced at times in
hysterical tones in the public debate about immigration, that the vol-
ume of immigration threatens the status of English is misplaced.15 All
of the studies of the new immigration indicate that linguistic assimila-
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tion in the form of English acquisition is a quasi-universal pattern.16

We would add that, given the prestige of English throughout the
world as a result of globalization and the attempts of parents in many
countries to make sure their children are exposed to English, the re-
ceptiveness of immigrants and their children to English is scarcely sur-
prising.

For the U.S.-born generations, the issue, then, is not fluency in Eng-
lish, which can more or less be taken for granted, but maintenance of
the mother tongue. In contrast to the sociolinguistic theory and praxis
of a generation ago, which discouraged bilingualism on the ground
that it retarded the intellectual development of children—and in dis-
sent from alarmism about the status of English—Alejandro Portes
and Rubén Rumbaut have constructed a thoughtful case for bilingual-
ism, emphasizing its positive contribution. They point out that bilin-
gual individuals possess two (or more) symbols for every object and
that, accordingly, bilingualism is conducive to intellectual flexibility;
they also present evidence that it contributes to success in American
schools. For positive outcomes to be attained, however, bilingual-
ism must not pose a barrier to mastery of the majority language; it
must, in other words, be “fluent,” as opposed to “limited,” bilingual-
ism.17

Such bilingualism remains a hypothesis, however; the practical ex-
tent to which it can be created and maintained across generations is
unknown, especially given the tradition of English monolingualism in
the United States. Portes and Rumbaut’s longitudinal study of school-
age members of new immigrant groups suggests that the pressures to
convert to English remain potent.18 At the time of their first interviews,
in 1992, with first- and second-generation eighth- and ninth-graders
in the Miami and Fort Lauderdale areas and in San Diego, the over-
whelming majority were already proficient in English, though a large
proportion at that point retained fluency in the mother tongue. Yet
even where such fluency persisted, the prestige of English was high:
overall, nearly three-quarters of respondents preferred to speak Eng-
lish, and this figure was greater still among the members of the second
generation. By the time of the second interviews three years later, the
position of English had been strengthened while that of the mother
tongue had deteriorated. The preference for English had expanded to
nine-tenths of the youngsters overall. Moreover, reported competency
in English had also grown, while that in the mother tongue declined.
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This study strengthens the doubts about whether bilingualism can be
maintained across the generations as other than a minority pattern in
the face of the virtually universal proficiency in English and clear pref-
erence for it as the language of everyday interaction.19

We catch a glimpse of the contemporary pattern of language shift
with linguistic data compiled from the 1990 U.S. Census. The census
asks whether each member of a household speaks a language other
than English at home, and if so, what is his or her level of speaking
ability in English; unfortunately, there is no self-assessment of compe-
tence in languages other than English. Given the way the census ques-
tion is posed, there is a risk that even occasional use of a language
other than English is reported, and thus that the data overstate
mother-tongue retention.20 Yet, this limitation notwithstanding, the
census data about languages spoken at home are probative for the
course of bilingualism. Particularly telling is the absence of a mother
tongue: where the exclusive use of English is rising, the level of bilin-
gualism almost certainly is falling.21 This must be the case for the chil-
dren of the current generation of adults, for the roots of mother-
tongue ability lie in the parental household; if a language is not spo-
ken by children with their parents, the likelihood that they will ul-
timately have fluency in it is small. (Not many Americans, after all,
fluently speak a language they learned mainly at school, and much ev-
idence demonstrates that oral ability in a language is best acquired be-
fore the mid-teenage years.)22

Initially, we focus on the twenty-five to forty-four age group. This is
a critical age range for language usage, since the individuals at this
stage have generally established their own households and are raising
their own families; they also are frequently in the workforce, where
the economic disadvantages of limited English competence become
apparent. We restrict our examination to groups whose U.S.-born
members are not mainly the descendants of immigrants from earlier
eras. (Decennial census data do not allow us to separate out the adult
second generation from subsequent generations.) For this reason, we
examine language shift among the Chinese, Filipinos, Indians, Kore-
ans, and Vietnamese (but not the Japanese, whose U.S.-born are pre-
dominantly in the third and later generations) and also among the
Cubans, Dominicans, Mexicans, and Salvadorans.23 Some of these
groups, notably the Chinese and Mexicans, have a longer history in
the United States than the others, and their U.S.-born include some
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third- and even fourth-generation members, but all of them have a
substantial second generation. Since we are focusing on U.S.-born
adults who were twenty-five and older in 1990, the second generation
represents the children of immigrants who arrived before the 1965
changes to immigration law that are widely seen as ushering in the
new immigration era. There is, at the time we write this, no way
around this limitation. Nevertheless, our list includes the major
groups whose immigrants report below-average English proficiency
(in ascending order of proficiency, these are Mexicans, Dominicans,
Salvadorans, Cubans, Koreans, and Vietnamese).24 Contemporary
immigrants from other areas of the world, especially western Europe
and Africa, tend to have very high levels of English competence. In
sum, the groups we examine constitute the most rigorous test of lan-
guage assimilation that can be attained at this time.

Figure 6.1 presents the percentages of adults aged twenty-five to
forty-four who speak only English at home for immigrants by period
of arrival, and for the second and later generations of these groups.
Quite predictably, the exclusive use of English at home is infrequent in
the immigrant generation, almost regardless of length of residence.
Thus, the rate is generally below 5 percent for immigrants who have
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Figure 6.1. Percent who speak only English at home (1990), 25–44-year-olds by
immigrant cohort and generation. Source: Tabulations from the 5% Public Use
Microdata Sample of the Census.
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been in the United States for ten years or less, with Filipinos and Indi-
ans as mild exceptions.

Among the U.S.-born generations in all groups, there is a sharp rise
in the exclusive use of English at home. In all the Asian groups but the
Vietnamese, more than half appear to maintain a monolingual Eng-
lish-speaking home; among the Filipinos and Koreans, this is reported
by 80–85 percent. Conversion to English only is substantially lower
among the Spanish-speaking groups. Even so, the use of Spanish at
home has been dropped by more than a quarter of U.S.-born Domini-
cans and by more than a third of U.S.-born Cubans, Mexicans, and
Salvadorans. The Mexicans offer the acid test, given the large size of
the group, their frequent residence in extensive Mexican neighbor-
hoods, and the concentration of large portions of the group within a
few hundred miles of the Mexican border, where the airwaves are per-
meated by Spanish-language media. All of these factors should be
conducive to the retention of the mother tongue. Yet 36 percent of
their U.S.-born generations use exclusively English at home. Since
Mexican immigration has a longer history than that of other Spanish-
speaking groups (and includes the descendants of families that were
present when the United States acquired the territory that became
the southwestern states and California), the U.S.-born group includes
many individuals of the third and fourth generations. Thus, the true
rate of exclusive English use in the second generation is undoubtedly
lower than 36 percent, but by the same token, the true rate in the third
and fourth generations is probably higher.

A second way of using census data to examine intergenerational
language shift brings us directly to the transition to the third genera-
tion and to the obviously crucial circumstances in which children are
reared. For children living with one or both parents, it is possible to
distinguish between the second generation (i.e., the U.S.-born children
of foreign-born parents) and the third (i. e., the U.S.-born children of
U.S.-born parents).25 (We cannot, however, separate the third from
later generations, because that distinction hinges on the birthplace of
grandparents, which are not retrievable in census data, except for
three-generation households, which are hardly typical; for groups
other than the Mexicans, however, the fourth generation is small.)
The percentages who speak only English at home are shown for these
two generations of children (ages six to fifteen) in Figure 6.2. These
data appear to indicate that the three-generation model of language
shift, while not universal, is broadly applicable to immigrant groups.
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For the Asian groups with substantial numbers in the third genera-
tion—the Chinese, Filipinos, and Koreans—90 percent or more of
this generation speak only English at home. For the Chinese and Ko-
reans, these proportions represent marked increases from those in
the second generation, where 40 percent or fewer do not speak the
mother tongue at home. For the Latino groups with sizable third
generations, the Cubans and Mexicans, the proportions of this gener-
ation who are monolingual in English are less than the proportions
among Asians, but they are still high, from two-thirds (Mexicans) to
three-quarters (Cubans). For the Mexicans in particular, given all of
the reasons why Spanish is expected to persist among them, the figure
seems remarkably high, even if it should be discounted somewhat be-
cause of the presence of individuals who belong to the fourth (or
later) generations. It does seem clear that loyalty to Spanish erodes
over the generations.

In alarmist discussions of immigration, the possibility is sometimes
raised that parts of the United States may effectively become bilingual
in the near future, with Spanish attaining virtual parity with English
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Figure 6.2. Percent who speak only English at home (1990), 6–15-year-olds by
generation. Source: Richard Alba, John Logan, Amy Lutz, and Brian Stults,
“Only English by the Third Generation? Loss and Preservation of the Mother
Tongue among the Grandchildren of Contemporary Immigrants,” Demography
39 (August 2002): 467–485.
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as a language in which the ordinary business of daily life is conducted.
This possibility seems to some a threat to the hitherto unquestioned
hegemony of the English language and the American culture that is
embedded in it.26 Such alarmist prospects have fed the “English only”
movements that have arisen in many states. We are skeptical that
Spanish, or any other language, for that matter, can in the foreseeable
future reach parity with English, at least within the present fifty states.
(Puerto Rico, should it attain statehood, would be another matter.)
Those who raise this prospect have, in our view, lost sight of the
asymmetry that reigns in matters of language in the United States. For
speakers of mother tongues other than English recognize that they
must learn English or suffer economic and social disadvantages, while
native speakers of English generally reject categorically the premise
that they must learn another language. English speakers may learn
Spanish or another minority language, but they generally do so as a
matter of choice, not to satisfy an imperative.

We can test the notion of a bilingual territory in the United States
by examining the language situation near the Mexico-U.S. border,
where the forces promoting Spanish ought to be at their strongest.
Among Mexican Americans, the retention of Spanish should be very
common there and the transition to English monolingualism rela-
tively weak.27 For this purpose, we examine the linguistic situation of
both U.S.-born adults and children in three geographic zones: areas in
close proximity to the border (a band whose width, because of the
geographic restrictions in micro-level census data, varies between 35
and 215 miles);28 elsewhere in a border state; and the remainder of the
United States. The data are given in Table 6.1.

Without question, proximity to the U.S.-Mexico border does sup-
port the persistence of bilingualism among Mexican Americans, but it
does not appear to retard English proficiency, at least insofar as this
is measured in census data. U.S.-born Mexican American adults are
much more likely to speak Spanish at home if they reside in proximity
to the border: nearly 85 percent of such residents say that they do.
This percentage drops off noticeably, to about 70 percent, for those
who live elsewhere in a border state and to slightly less than 50 per-
cent further in the U.S. interior. Among second- and later-generation
Mexican Americans who live in the U.S. interior, at least half have
dropped Spanish and speak only English at home. But for proficiency
in English, proximity to the border makes little difference: more than
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95 percent of the U.S.-born Mexican Americans in each geographic
zone can speak English well. For third-generation children, the per-
centage speaking Spanish at home also varies substantially by loca-
tion. Near the border, only 30 percent have converted to English
monolingualism at home; in other words, the majority have remained
bilingual. Elsewhere in border states, nearly 60 percent of these Mexi-
can American children speak only English at home, as do about three-
quarters of those in non-border states. The great majority of third-
generation children do not live in the vicinity of the border, it should
be noted; this majority includes such huge Mexican American concen-
trations as that in and around Los Angeles. The border zone appears
to sustain a culture of bilingualism for Mexican Americans, but the
U.S.-born still attain competence in English, and a nontrivial level of
conversion to English monolingualism occurs anyway. When Mexi-
can American families move away from the border, the probability
that their children will retain Spanish appears to be greatly reduced.

All in all, the evidence of powerful currents of acculturation is sim-
ply undeniable in the realm of language. Competence in spoken Eng-
lish is characteristic of the great majority of immigrants once they
have been in the United States for more than ten years, and it is virtu-
ally universal among their children who are born here. The acquisi-
tion of English leaves room for continuing competence in a mother
tongue; bilingualism is extremely common among immigrants and is
also frequently encountered among the second and later generations.
But our analysis of census data appears to demonstrate unequivocally
that a substantial proportion of the second generation do not main-
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Table 6.1. Language characteristics of Mexican Americans by proximity to the U.S.-
Mexico border (1990)

Proximate to
border

Elsewhere in
border state

In the U.S.
interior

% speak English well, U.S.-born
25–44-year-olds

95.6 96.9 97.6

% speak only English at home,
U.S.-born 25–44-year-olds

16.0 31.3 52.1

% speak only English at home,
third-generation 5–14-year-olds

31.4 58.7 73.3

Source: Tabulations from the 5% Public Use Microdata Sample of the 1990 U.S. Census.
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tain a bilingual pattern at home, and thus a large percentage of the
third generation grow up speaking only English. As others have
noted,29 this is especially the case among Asian groups. It appears un-
likely that bilingualism will persist into their third and fourth genera-
tions, except under unusual circumstances such as regular travel to
homelands by families that maintain business and professional links
abroad. There is greater evidence of persisting bilingualism among
Spanish-speaking groups. Whether the Spanish-speaking, because of
their numbers and proximity to Latin America, are simply a genera-
tion or so slower in converting to English monolingualism or will be
able to maintain bilingualism, at least for some fraction, into the
fourth generation and beyond is a question that cannot be answered
with confidence at this time. But by any standard, linguistic assimila-
tion is widespread, and more or less complete assimilation—that is,
English monolingualism with at best fragmentary knowledge of a
mother tongue—would appear to be the experience of the majority in
the third generation of all contemporary immigrant groups.

Might the rate of intergenerational conversion be slowed apprecia-
bly, even for the Asian groups, as the presence of various contempo-
rary immigrant groups grows in the future as a result of continuing
immigration? This could happen; but we think that the outer limit of
bilingualism is probably established by the Mexican American case.
Mexicans have a long-standing history of immigration, which per-
sisted throughout the twentieth century: they represented in 2000
more than 7 percent of the total American population; their language
(insofar as they are Spanish speakers; some Mexicans speak Indian
languages) was supported by a variety of U.S. institutions, such as
Spanish-language newspapers, radio, and television; and their home-
land is near at hand. Yet, as we have seen, more than 60 percent of
Mexican children of the third and later generations speak only Eng-
lish at home. Bilingualism persists into the third generation for a sub-
stantial portion of the group, but conversion to English monolingual-
ism appears to be at least as strong a pattern. We doubt that its power
can be broken. Indeed, the compatibility of Asian languages with
English is undoubtedly much less than for Spanish, as they are linguis-
tically far removed from European tongues.30

Of course, the conversion of substantial portions of the U.S.-born
generations to English monolingualism does not mean that the cur-
rent immigrant languages will ever cease to be spoken in the United
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States. The languages brought by the immigrants of the 1820–1930
period have not died out, even though we are now three-quarters of a
century beyond the end of mass immigration from Europe. For as far
into the future as the eye can possibly see, then, the United States will
be a polyglot society, displaying a robust linguistic pluralism. Large
parts of the first and second generations, along with smaller parts of
the third, will be bilingual, and their numbers will grow if immigra-
tion continues at its present clip.31 The pattern of more complete lin-
guistic assimilation, which is especially detectable in the third and
later generations, should not be allowed to cloud this bilingualism;
but conversely, neither should persisting bilingualism be allowed to
disguise the potent force of assimilation in language.

Language does not offer the right paradigm for understanding
other forms of acculturation because linguistic acculturation is of ne-
cessity one-directional. Yet the point that the United States will re-
main a polyglot society finds an echo in other domains of culture, for
the rapid or complete extinction of the cultures brought by immi-
grants is not to be expected in the American environment. Certainly
this did not happen among groups of European origin either. Some as-
pects of culture are capable of persisting independently of the mother
tongue. They are exemplified in the persistence of ethnic associations
in the Chinese communities stemming from the mid-nineteenth-
century migration, despite the long hiatus from 1882 to the 1960s
when legal migration from China was curtailed by anti-Chinese immi-
gration laws.32 To judge by the experiences of European immigrant
groups, religion, with its capacity to give rise to ethnically separate in-
stitutional structures, especially endures, supporting the continuation
of various cultural practices. The experience of both Jews and Irish
Catholics bears witness to its efficacy. Since some of the new immi-
grant groups bring with them religions, such as Buddhism, not previ-
ously established in the United States or are capable of forming their
own congregations within established American religions (e.g., Ko-
rean churches), the role of religion as a cultural matrix is certain to
continue. Aspects of culture also survive because they are absorbed
into the mainstream, as we have already observed. The incorporation
of some ethnic cultural elements, along with the broad acculturation
we have documented through language, narrows the band of cultural
distinctiveness for ethnic groups arising from immigration. In the case
of Europeans, this lowered the cultural barriers to social relationships
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across ethnic lines and thus contributed to the spread of interethnic
marriage. Whether it will do the same for the newer groups remains
to be seen, but data showing an increase in intermarriage for Asian
Americans and Hispanics point to an emerging public acceptance of
interracial marriage in American society.

Socioeconomic Attainment

A hallmark of the new immigration is the diversity of social back-
ground of the immigrants. Rather than hailing primarily from rural
communities, they come from both rural and urban areas, from un-
derdeveloped regions of the Western Hemisphere as well as from in-
dustrially developed areas of East Asia. Both the poorly educated and
the highly educated are represented in large numbers. Their occu-
pations encompass the full spectrum, from unskilled labor in the in-
formal economy to skilled professional and technical jobs in the
mainstream economy. This range reflects two distinct streams of im-
migrants into U.S. labor markets: traditional labor immigrants and
human-capital immigrants.33 At the lower rungs of the market are la-
bor migrants who, like the earlier European immigrants from peasant
origins, take jobs involving manual work in garment shops, restau-
rants, hotels, parking lots, and bakeries, on farms, and in light man-
ufacture and assembly. As with the labor migration from Europe,
contemporary labor migrants come predominantly from villages and
rural towns in areas on the periphery of the world market economy.34

Strikingly new in the current era of mass immigration is the sizable
increase in the proportion of highly educated “human-capital” immi-
grants who come from urban backgrounds. Nearly one-fourth of
legal immigrants report their occupation at the time of arrival as pro-
fessional. Such human-capital immigrants come from all regions of
the world, but especially from Asia. There are many Asian engineers,
technicians, computer scientists, mathematicians, physicians, and
nurses now living in the United States. The passage by Congress in
October 2000 of a bill to increase significantly, to 195,000 a year, the
number of visas for human-capital immigrants contributes to the rela-
tive size and importance of this migration stream.35 The presence for
the first time of large numbers of human-capital immigrants raises
the question whether some earlier theories of immigration require re-
thinking.

The influential theory of labor migration developed by Michael
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Piore in his seminal book Birds of Passage emphasized the function of
immigrant labor in filling the jobs at the bottom of the labor market
that native workers do not want. These positions are characteristi-
cally unskilled and menial, generally low paying, and stigmatized by
inferior status, and they often entail hard or unpleasant working con-
ditions and job insecurity. Piore maintained that employers initially
must actively recruit poorly educated and unskilled workers from ru-
ral areas of underdeveloped countries to fill these jobs; but once a la-
bor migration has begun, it becomes self-sustaining as networks of
migrant workers establish the basis for chain migration linking firms
in the advanced industrial society with their home villages. Should a
source of labor dry up or legislation stemming from the opposition of
natives curtail further immigration, employers will seek and find al-
ternative sources of temporary labor; hence, this form of labor is inex-
haustible. The theory’s core proposition is that the labor market in ad-
vanced industrial economies is segmented into primary and secondary
sectors: “There is thus a fundamental dichotomy between the jobs of
migrants and the jobs of natives, and the role of migrants in industrial
economies can be traced to the factors that generate the distinction
initially, to the role and function of the secondary sector in which mi-
grants are found, and to the evolution of its labor requirements.”36

To be sure, immigration from Mexico and Central America—the
largest stream of contemporary immigrants—conforms to the pattern
of labor migration theorized by Piore, as described in Chapter 5.
Human-capital immigration, however, does not.37 The jobs these im-
migrants fill are generally located in what Piore identifies as the pri-
mary-labor market. Moreover, human-capital immigrants do not
come as “birds of passage,” temporary workers who have little incen-
tive to participate in the cultural and social practices of the society in
which they work. Instead, they generally seek permanent residence,
now often through the family reunification portal of the legal immi-
gration edifice.38 To secure the commitment of human-capital immi-
grants, employers extend the same long-term contracts as for native
workers. In sum, the presence of large numbers of human-capital im-
migrants challenges the confined role of immigrants in the labor force
posited by the theory of the segmented labor market.

Human-capital immigrants have been less a focus of research than
traditional labor migrants in part because they tend to assimilate eco-
nomically and culturally within a relatively short time after their ar-
rival. Those educated abroad, after a period of downward adjust-
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ment, appear to shift into jobs commensurate with their education, as
they acquire local work experience and facility with the English lan-
guage.39 Many human-capital immigrants also enter the labor market
directly from professional and graduate schools in the United States.
Their movement into jobs in the mainstream economy involves a
school-to-job transition not dissimilar from that of native-born pro-
fessional workers. (This is not to deny that foreign-born professionals
may still face some discrimination in the U.S. labor market, which
typically confronts them with a “glass ceiling” capping their ultimate
rise.) Because human-capital immigrants frequently are exposed to
Western culture before arrival and typically seek to find employment
in organizations and firms where English fluency is required, they
acculturate relatively quickly to workaday life in the United States.
Although they may encounter difficulties in the early years, human-
capital immigrants soon obtain returns on their education similar to
those of natives in the same occupational group.40 Traditional labor
migrants and immigrant entrepreneurs, in contrast, tend to clump to-
gether in visible ethnic communities and economies. Researchers have
thus concentrated on them in discussing the problematics of assimila-
tion. A growing concern (as we shall see) over the declining “quality”
of immigrants and the consequences for their prospects of economic
assimilation has also focused attention on labor migration.41

What is obvious from this brief discussion is that the socioeco-
nomic circumstances of contemporary immigrant groups are quite di-
verse, considerably more so than was the case for the earlier immigra-
tion from Europe. This makes for a complicated picture. We next
survey the extensive literature on the economic incorporation of the
immigrant generation, first in ethnic economies, then in the general
one. We then proceed to an assessment, necessarily somewhat tenta-
tive, of the second and subsequent generations.

Immigrants in the Ethnic Economy
Traditionally, labor migrants have concentrated in immigrant com-
munities and found low-wage jobs in the ethnic economy or through
labor contractors who recruit for firms owned by natives. Research
on the economic progress of immigrant minorities has thus focused
on the role of ethnic economies in providing a protected niche.42 Em-
ployment there has been of especial importance for minorities facing
harsh societal hostility. Thus, despite institutional racism that ex-
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cluded the Chinese and Japanese from opportunities for mainstream
advancement, they were able to sustain themselves during the first
half of the twentieth century through a small-business economy that
created alternative ladders of opportunity. This provided the eco-
nomic basis for rearing and educating a second generation. In addi-
tion, the ethnic economy provided a means for survival and economic
gain when racial discrimination barred even the college-educated sec-
ond generation from opportunities in the mainstream economy.

In many respects, ethnic economies served a similar role for early
Chinese and Japanese immigrants as for Jewish immigrants, whose
success through an ethnic economy is renowned. What set the experi-
ence of these groups apart from the traditional form of labor migra-
tion was that the ethnic economy freed them from dependence on
low-wage employment in firms owned by natives. Immigrant entre-
preneurs relied instead on ethnic resources to build small-business
economies that were often competitive with native businesses and
that provided immigrant workers alternative employment. Immigrant
entrepreneurship has remained predominantly a matter of small fam-
ily-operated businesses. The odds of entering into self-employment
appear to be greater for immigrants with either a high school or col-
lege education who come with family members. The immigrant fam-
ily provides the social organization and labor power that facilitate
starting up a small business despite very modest financial resources.43

The Korean-owned businesses in the New York region, typified by
greengroceries, nail salons, and dry cleaners, illustrate this pattern.

There can be no question that ethnic economies have constituted
an important form of incorporation for immigrants. Their viability,
however, may be contingent on continued immigration and the persis-
tence of institutional barriers to mobility in the mainstream society.
Following the abatement of societal hostility during and after World
War II, the Chinese ethnic economy declined steadily in size, and
many smaller Chinatowns disappeared as the American-born genera-
tion assimilated. Even the largest Chinatowns declined prior to the re-
sumption of Chinese immigration after 1965. The Japanese ethnic
economy was largely a first-generation phenomenon. Though it was
reconstituted after the internment during World War II, it never re-
gained its prewar level. Once the color line broke down, the second
generation (nisei) abandoned parental small businesses to seek jobs
in the mainstream economy. Implied in their choice was a perception
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of the limited nature of the economic mobility and choice provided by
the ethnic economy, constituted by very small firms with limited cap-
ital and bounded markets.44 In the contemporary immigration, this is
already becoming evident in the Vietnamese ethnic economy in Or-
ange County, popularly known as Little Saigon. As Vietnamese immi-
grants and their children assimilate economically and move out of the
ethnic community, demand for products and services in Little Saigon
is beginning to decline. The second generation apparently prefers the
shopping malls in Orange County. Consequently, competition has in-
tensified among shopkeepers in Little Saigon, which in turn has driven
down profits; this has resulted in an increased mortality rate for Viet-
namese firms. In a five-year period during the mid-1990s, 929 busi-
nesses opened up in Little Saigon, but 811 closed down.45

Although job opportunities in the ethnic economy are limited in
comparison to the larger and more extensive labor markets of the
mainstream economy, there may be little alternative, at least initially,
for immigrant workers who are disadvantaged by educational, lan-
guage, and ethnic factors, and a significant number of them still find
employment within ethnic confines.46 The advantages of working in
the enclave rather than the mainstream economy have been the sub-
ject of considerable debate, focused on the optimistic hypothesis that
immigrant workers in the enclave economy would derive returns on
human capital comparable to those available to workers in the pri-
mary sector of the economy. Reviewing the debate stimulated by
Alejandro Portes’s influential “enclave economy” hypothesis, how-
ever, Ivan Light and Stavros Karageorgis conclude that “empirical
tests of relative wages have generally failed to substantiate . . . [the]
enclave economy hypothesis.”47 This conclusion seems acutely borne
out by the Chinese case. For immigrant workers in San Francisco,
jobs in the Chinatown economy appear to provide even lower earn-
ings than those in the low-wage, competitive secondary sector. There
have been similar findings for Asian immigrant workers in Los An-
geles.48 The fact that Chinese men earn the lowest net wages of any
immigrant group in the nation has been attributed to the ethnic econ-
omy’s effect on workers’ wages: “More so than other streams of cur-
rent immigrants, it appears that the uneducated from China are con-
centrated in or trapped in a low-wage enclave economy, helping to
explain why the Chinese are less effective than other immigrants in
translating their characteristics into earnings.”49
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Although the ethnic economy remains important for contemporary
immigrants, one must question whether it does, or can, provide the
main route for their economic advancement. Especially for the Latino
groups other than Cubans, the ethnic economy cannot employ more
than a small fraction of Latino workers. According to the 1992 census
of minority-owned businesses, Latino-owned firms controlled only
700,000 jobs. Even under the very generous assumption that these
firms hired only other Latinos, it is obvious that they could take in just
a tiny portion of the Latinos then in the labor market.50 Moreover,
the principal economic advantages of the enclave accrue to firm own-
ers rather than to their employees. Only for immigrant owners does it
appear to be true that the income returns to human capital in the en-
clave match or exceed what can be achieved in the primary sectors of
the mainstream.51 And while we agree that “self-employment repre-
sents an important component of the immigrant experience in the
U.S. labor market,”52 it is useful to keep in mind how uncommon self-
employment (which includes some forms of professional employment
as well as small-business ownership) is: just 14 percent of native-born
non-Hispanic whites are self-employed; only Korean immigrants
show a higher concentration than this (28 percent). Despite the em-
phasis on immigrant entrepreneurship in the literature on contempo-
rary immigration, all other immigrant groups report a lower level of
involvement in self-employment than whites.53 It is doubtful that the
modal labor market experience of immigrants takes place in the eth-
nic economy, and it is certainly not in small-business ownership. Im-
migrant workers may first establish a foothold in the immigrant labor
market by working in the ethnic economy, but over time the direction
of job changes tends to be toward jobs that offer better remuneration
and working conditions, and these are mostly available in the main-
stream labor market.54

We find it implausible that the constrained horizons in the ethnic
economies established by most contemporary immigrant groups will
prove attractive to substantial segments of the second generation. In
any event, this generation, generally fluent in English and possessing
American educational credentials, will not be as disadvantaged in the
mainstream economy as its parents are. Few will be satisfied with
lives as restaurant or garment workers. Even in those cases where the
ethnic economy has expanded beyond a narrow base to infiltrate
more desirable sectors of the economy—this is famously true for the
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Cubans of Miami, and it appears to be increasingly so for the Chi-
nese, Indians, and Koreans55—we doubt that it can retain the loyalty
of large numbers of the second generation. In the main, the groups
that have made this breakout are ones that bring high levels of human
capital to the United States, and their second generations have educa-
tional attainments that exceed those of the non-Hispanic white ma-
jority. In our view, the most successful ethnic economies, where high
rates of entrepreneurship are found, are most likely to serve as a
springboard for entry into professional occupations by the second
and third generations. This was indeed their role for eastern European
Jews, for Chinese descended from the earlier nineteenth-century im-
migration, and for the Japanese, and the popular literature has al-
ready identified the Koreans as following this well-trodden path, with
immigrants making self-conscious sacrifices for the sake of the educa-
tional and professional prospects of their children.56

Immigrants in the Open Labor Market
The experiences of immigrants in the general labor market have been
as intensely debated as have those associated with ethnic enclaves.
The pioneering studies by the economist Barry Chiswick indicated
that after an initial period of income decline, which he interpreted
as the “cost of immigration,” the earnings of immigrants gradually
achieved parity with those of natives. George Borjas challenged these
findings, however, because Chiswick relied on a cross-sectional re-
search design, which conflated the effects of lengthening residence in
the United States with possible differences across immigration co-
horts. By examining cohort differences, Borjas’s analysis suggested
that over the previous five decades there had been a substantial de-
cline in the relative education of immigrants entering the U.S. labor
market. Pooling data from multiple censuses, he found that the in-
come growth of recent cohorts failed to surpass the earnings levels
of the native-born and was lower than the growth experienced by ear-
lier cohorts of immigrants. His controversial conclusion was that the
“quality” of immigrants had declined as the source of immigrants
shifted from Europe to the Third World, and that the low level of for-
mal schooling of Mexican and Central American labor migrants was
likely to impose a lower ceiling than in the past on the extent of eco-
nomic assimilation for the first generation.57
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The debate on the rate of economic assimilation has been largely in-
conclusive. The limitations of existing data prevent any truly longitu-
dinal analysis. Although Borjas pooled data from two decennial cen-
suses, he was unable to examine changes in earnings for the same
immigrant workers as they acquired work experience in the United
States. One possibility his analysis cannot rule out is that on-the-job
learning and adult education may result in greater economic assimi-
lation than might be inferred from the initial low levels of formal
schooling; a second is that the undetected return to their home coun-
tries of some of the more successful immigrants reduces the appar-
ent economic success over time of an immigrant cohort. In any event,
if the comparison group is the U.S.-born members of the same eth-
nic group, then Chiswick’s results are confirmed: even recent cohorts
of immigrants quickly achieve economic parity with native-born
Americans. Immigrants who come to the United States as children
also achieve economic parity.58

As we noted earlier, the issue of economic assimilation is relevant
mainly for labor immigrants rather than human-capital entrants.
Overall, the literature suggests that the labor immigrants in the post-
1965 streams are handicapped not so much by race as by their rela-
tively low stocks of human capital interacting with structural changes
in the U.S. economy.59 If earnings growth is slow, this is accounted
for in part by the low level of education of recent cohorts of immi-
grants from developing economies who make up the traditional labor
stream. This is a matter of relative educational levels, for in absolute
terms (i.e., amount of schooling), the educational levels of labor im-
migrants have been going up; but they have not risen as fast as the av-
erage educational level of native-born workers. Further, the slower
pace of economic assimilation is the result of the transformation of
the American economy, in particular the gradual erosion of demand
for unskilled labor and the increasing demand for highly skilled work-
ers, a trend that of course affects natives and immigrants alike. The
low human-capital stock of labor migrants from Mexico and Central
America could cast a long shadow into the future through the influ-
ence of parental education on school attainment of the U.S.-born gen-
erations.

A problem of a different order with respect to economic assimila-
tion is posed by the large number of illegal or undocumented immi-
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grants, estimated to be as many as 8 million in 2000.60 Many of the
undocumented have no more than a primary school education, al-
though there is considerably more educational heterogeneity among
them than is often recognized. In particular, visa overstayers, who le-
gally enter the United States but remain beyond the validity of their vi-
sas, make up nearly half of the total undocumented population, and
they tend to be relatively well educated. This is understandable in
terms of the social selectivity involved in obtaining a tourist visa to
enter the United States.61 But undocumented migrants who cross the
border clandestinely, the greatest number of whom are Mexicans, the
largest nationality group among the undocumented, generally have
low levels of education. Undocumented immigrants tend to concen-
trate in particular locations. Geographic concentration, which en-
ables employers to depend on their cheap labor, may exacerbate the
effects of poor education on their labor market experience.

But above all, the problems of the undocumented have to do with
their legal vulnerability. In the post–civil rights era, as we discussed in
Chapter 2, Title VII and other civil rights legislation have made it
more costly for firms (except small businesses, which are difficult to
monitor) to discriminate by gender and race. As a result, the work-
place is more regulated today than it was at the time of the earlier
mass immigration to the United States. The principle of equality un-
der the law has been definitively extended to legal immigrants and
naturalized citizens.62 It does not extend to illegal immigrants, how-
ever, even though they are entitled to due process and possess limited
rights of access to public services. Consequently, illegal undocu-
mented immigrants are likely to concentrate in jobs in the under-
ground informal economy not regulated by the state. Undocumented
status restricts labor market mobility because it effectively closes off
job opportunities in large firms and government, which in part ac-
counts for the fact that there are relatively few human capital immi-
grants among the undocumented. Even so, studies have shown some
earnings growth, albeit relatively slight, for illegal immigrants. The
fact that “wages of undocumented immigrants increased at all is re-
markable,” given the performance of the U.S. economy during the pe-
riod covered by one study (the 1980s) and the restrictions on labor
mobility.63 A study of Latino day laborers in Los Angeles County
shows that the lowest-level manual laborers from Mexico are surpris-
ingly adroit and entrepreneurial in negotiating the informal labor
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market of Los Angeles.64 The hourly wage of day laborers in this
study was higher than the state’s minimum wage.

Educational Attainment of the Second Generation
Because the new immigration is so recent, the number of second-
generation adults in most groups is still comparatively small. Conse-
quently, studies of how this generation is faring have focused largely
on educational performance rather than labor market outcomes. The
distinction between human-capital and traditional labor immigrants
has great relevance here because of the predictability of children’s ed-
ucational attainment in light of their parents’. As many have noted,
the contemporary immigration stream harbors large numbers of both
the very highly and the very minimally educated. Immigrants are
overrepresented among the holders of postgraduate degrees, espe-
cially doctorates, and also among those whose education has not ex-
tended beyond primary school. In fact, they make up more than half
of all U.S. residents who attended school for less than five years, and
include a sizable number who never attended school at all. Speci-
fically, the migrations from Taiwan, India, Iran, and many African
countries are human-capital immigrations, dominated by individuals
with relatively high levels of education, while those from Mexico,
Haiti, and the Dominican Republic conform largely to the image of
traditional labor migrants, bringing proportionately few highly edu-
cated individuals. Although such data can lead to a temptation to
overgeneralize and classify African and Asians in general as human-
capital immigrants and Latinos as traditional labor migrants, the real-
ity is not quite so neat. Some Asian immigrations include many with
the characteristics of traditional labor migrants; this is true of the
Cambodian immigration, largely made up of refugees. The Chinese
and Cuban immigrations are mixed cases, with large proportions of
both the highly and the minimally educated. Moreover, the Mexican
and Dominican immigrations contain substantial contingents of the
highly educated, but they are lost statistically among the much larger
numbers of low-wage workers.65

Studies of the educational attainment of children from immigrant
families, whether they belong to the 1.5 or the second generation,
demonstrate that their school performance is frequently superior to
that of the general population. One reason is that highly educated
human-capital immigrants are typically able to translate this capital,
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which is partly cultural, into relatively high educational attainment
for their children. In addition, immigrant parents, regardless of their
own educational attainment, appear to emphasize to their children
the importance of education as a route to success in the United States
and to maintain relatively strict homework regimens.66 Hmong chil-
dren from Southeast Asia, whose parents are frequently not literate,
nevertheless achieve high grades because they devote so much time to
homework each day.67 The success of the children of immigrants de-
pends obviously on their proficiency in English, and this factor favors
the second generation, born in the United States, as well as members
of the 1.5 generation who arrived when they were still young.68

There are, however, threats in the American setting to the drive
for school success. For one thing, the zeal of immigrant children for
schoolwork appears to diminish over time, perhaps as they gradually
perceive the lesser effort put in by native-born Americans and adjust
their own accordingly. A study of immigrant schoolchildren in Miami
and San Diego has found that, with additional years in the United
States, the average number of hours devoted to homework declines
while the time spent watching television increases.69 In this respect, as-
similation to American norms appears to produce a negative out-
come. Even more threatening are the seductions of an “oppositional”
identity, which scorns the drudgery (and uncertainties) of school suc-
cess for the more instantaneous respect afforded by low-achieving,
defiant peer groups.70 Of course, this is an old story in the history of
American immigrant groups and minority groups in general, as stud-
ies of Italian American youth in the mid-twentieth century illustrate.71

The risk that children will adopt an oppositional identity is greater
insofar as they perceive that their own chances of success through
school are low or likely to be reduced by discrimination. It is height-
ened by racial difference from the mainstream, especially by black
skin, and by inner-city residence, particularly by proximity in school
and neighborhood to an already existing lower-class culture, with its
alternative models of behavior and thinking.72

Yet, on average, the educational attainment of the U.S.-born gener-
ation appears relatively strong, with the children of human-capital
immigrants surpassing the average attainment of white Americans,
sometimes by a large margin, and the children of labor immigrants
improving substantially on the educational records of their parents.
Figure 6.3, which is drawn from research by Reynolds Farley and
Richard Alba, compares the educational attainments of the first and
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second generations of the major immigrant populations to those of
third- and later-generation non-Hispanic whites as of 1998–2000.73

The second generation (along with the white comparison group) is
limited to those aged twenty-five to thirty-nine, implying that its
members were born after the late 1950s and thus are mostly the chil-
dren of post-1950 immigrants; the lower age limit guarantees that
most will have completed their schooling. The immigrant generation
is confined to those at least fifty years of age to approximate the edu-
cational attainment of the parents of the second generation. To sim-
plify the data presentation, the focus is on the extremes of the edu-
cational distribution: college completion at one end and failure to
complete high school at the other. Specific groups have mostly been
aggregated into larger populations here because the data source, the
Current Population Survey, which provides the latest available data
and affords an ability to isolate the second generation from later ones,
is much smaller than the decennial census.

For groups with large numbers of low-wage labor migrants, there is
an unmistakable tendency for educational attainment to improve—
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Figure 6.3. Educational attainment by generation, 1998–2000. Source: Reynolds
Farley and Richard Alba, “The New Second Generation in the United States,”
International Migration Review 36 (Fall 2002). Used with permission.
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usually substantially—in the second generation. This is not surpris-
ing, since many immigrants from these groups have only a few years
of education. Therefore, if their children merely remain through the
mandatory years of schooling in the United States, they will have sur-
passed their parents. Half or more of immigrants from countries such
as Mexico, El Salvador, and the Dominican Republic (in the Spanish
Caribbean group) have not completed high school. The rates of high
school completion are much higher in the second generation; on aver-
age, the groups from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean have attained
the norm for third-generation whites, and those from Central Amer-
ica have nearly done so.74 This cannot be said of second-generation
Mexicans, whose high school dropout rate is well above that of non-
Hispanic whites. The U.S.-born Mexicans, however, do far better in
this respect than their immigrant parents.

Improvements are not limited to the lower end of the educational
range and to labor migrant groups. The percentage completing col-
lege generally rises sharply in the second generation and, except for
Mexicans and Central Americans, attains or exceeds the level found
among whites. Second-generation advance is noteworthy even for the
groups from Asia, where the greatest number of human-capital im-
migrants are found: while even the immigrant generation’s rate of
college completion is above the level found among third-generation
whites, that in the second generation is substantially higher still. (Of
course, the Asian groups are not composed entirely of human-capital
immigrants, and education has a bimodal distribution among some
Asian immigrant groups, such as the Chinese, many of whom arrive
with minimal formal education. By the second generation, however,
the failure to obtain the equivalent of a high school diploma, which
is at a level of nearly 30 percent in the immigrant generation, has
dropped below the white American norm.) College completion levels
are also at or above the norm for a number of other second-genera-
tion groups: Europeans and Canadians, South Americans, Afro-
Caribbeans, and those from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean. For all
these groups, college education is markedly less common in the immi-
grant generation. The exceptions to this pattern of second-generation
convergence with (or even superiority to) the white majority are Mex-
icans and the Central American groups. But in their cases too, the ed-
ucational attainment of the second generation still represents an ad-
vance over that of the first.
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The educational picture for the second generation so far shows no
signs suggestive of widespread intergenerational decline or stagna-
tion. Nevertheless, one should be cautious about drawing very firm
conclusions—optimistic ones, in this case—about the educational
progress of the second generation, because the adult segment of this
generation is still small and may not be representative of the children
of contemporary immigrants.75 Moreover, any forecast from these
data for the third generation of Mexicans and perhaps some other
Hispanic groups is even more problematic. According to the most
widely accepted analyses, the educational record of third-generation
Mexicans does not reach the level of the second generation. For in-
stance, although members of the third generation are no more likely
to drop out of high school than are members of the second genera-
tion, and they do not slip back toward the limited schooling charac-
teristic of the immigrant generation, they are less likely to go on to
college and thus to gain ground on the native white majority. Spe-
cifically, in younger cohorts as of the late 1980s, about a quarter of
the Mexican American third generation attended college, compared
to a third of the second—significantly fewer in both groups than
among non-Hispanic whites, approximately half of whom attended
college. Nevertheless, one analysis appears to indicate that the third
generation is continuing to narrow the educational gap.76 A possible
explanation for the more pessimistic conclusion, which seems to have
greater research weight behind it, is that some third-generation Mexi-
can students are attracted to an oppositional subculture because they
perceive a limited horizon of opportunity for themselves; they take on
what has been described as a “Cholo” or “Chicano” identity and
derogate the children from immigrant families for their diligence and
ambition. This pattern is consistent with the concept of segmented as-
similation.77 Of course, Mexicans are the prototype of low-wage la-
bor immigration, and there is little reason to think that this pattern
will carry over to the third generation of human-capital migrations.
Whether it will apply to other labor migrations is the crucial question.
For now, this cannot be answered.

Labor Market Position in the Second Generation
As a rule, the average occupational position of the second generation
represents a considerable advance over that of the first, and in a num-
ber of cases equals or even exceeds the average job status of native
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whites. These patterns are displayed in Figure 6.4, which shows exec-
utive, managerial, and professional occupations grouped on the right,
representing the high end of the occupational spectrum, and service,
operative, and laborer jobs grouped on the left, representing the low
end. Immigrants tend to concentrate in the latter kinds of jobs, so a
decline between the first and second generations in the fraction of a
group working in these jobs indicates both occupational advance and
a greater dispersion of the group throughout the labor force.

Occupational advance for the U.S.-born can be found even among
some of the groups with large numbers of human-capital immigrants.
Such immigrants, who frequently arrive with foreign educational
credentials but a limited ability to communicate in English, do not
always attain jobs commensurate with their education; it is by no
means uncommon to see foreign college graduates toiling at humble
jobs, at least for a period of time. For the Asian second generation, the
percentage in high-end positions is substantially greater than for the
first generation and for third-generation non-Hispanic whites, and the
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Figure 6.4. Occupational position by generation, 1998–2000. Source: Reynolds
Farley and Richard Alba, “The New Second Generation in the United States,”
International Migration Review 36 (Fall 2002). Used with permission.
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percentage in the jobs at the low end is smaller. There is occupational
advance even in the European and Canadian groups, which probably
are the least disadvantaged in the immigrant generation because, for
one thing, most are fluent in English when they arrive. While their oc-
cupational profile in the second generation is not as favorable as that
of Asians, it does not lag behind by much.

Among groups dominated by low-wage labor immigrants, the pic-
ture of advance is generally uncomplicated: a considerable improve-
ment in average occupational position occurs between the immigrant
and U.S.-born generations, though usually not to the point of match-
ing that of native whites. Nonetheless, from the perspective of find-
ings on intergenerational mobility in the status attainment literature,
the pattern reported here would exceed expectations based on find-
ings of structural rigidities in transitions from the bottom strata.78 Es-
pecially salient in Figure 6.4 is the decline in the second generation in
the proportion holding low-level jobs. While half or more of the im-
migrant generations of the groups from the Americas (other than
Canada) work in service, operative, and labor occupations, this is not
true for any of their second generations. In general, the number of
U.S.-born in these jobs is close to, and in a couple of cases less than,
that of third- and later-generation whites. For all these second genera-
tions, moreover, the proportions in the “better” jobs have risen in
comparison with the immigrant generation. The proportions in exec-
utive, managerial, and professional jobs among the South Americans
and the Spanish-speaking groups from the Caribbean have attained
the white norm; the proportion for Afro-Caribbeans is not far behind.
But even for those second-generation groups that have not achieved
parity with whites, Mexicans being the preeminent case because of
their prominence in the contemporary immigrant stream, a summary
index of labor market position given by mean occupational score
would show that the distance from the labor market situation of the
immigrant generation is greater than that from the white majority.79 A
substantial upgrading seems apparent in the second generation as of
the end of the twentieth century.

Once again, we must point out the need for caution about inferring
an overly optimistic conclusion. A number of objections could be
made to the necessarily sketchy analysis we present: most important,
we cannot directly link the second generation to its family origins, so
our statements about the advances of the second generation in com-
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parison with the immigrant one are true only in an aggregate sense.
Moreover, because of the data limitations, our national analysis does
not examine how the second generation fares in terms of the regional
labor markets in which its members actually work. Nor could we dis-
tinguish specific groups other than the Mexicans; the aggregate nature
of the analysis could cloud the picture. Thus, as of the late 1990s, sec-
ond-generation adults from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean were dis-
proportionately Cuban, the most advantaged of the major Hispanic
groups; hence, the overall occupational standing of the Spanish Ca-
ribbean aggregate could sink as, say, the number of second-generation
Dominicans in the workforce, a much more disadvantaged group, in-
creases. Moreover, the status of the second generation as a whole
could founder if the most pessimistic readings of immigration trends,
which see the overall human capital of immigrants as declining over
time relative to that of native-born Americans, turn out to be correct.

Yet, when all is said and done, we see no sign here of a mass second-
generation decline or stagnation. In general, there is much evidence of
occupational advance in the second generation; to judge by our find-
ings, members of the second generation have ample reason to perceive
incentives here to merge with the mainstream. Even if they personally
do not experience the mobility that is reflected in the aggregate in the
second generation, they are likely to have friends and relatives who
do. So, even though we might well find patterns of decline or stagna-
tion were we able to analyze some subgroups of the U.S.-born genera-
tion, such as those who grew up in inner-city neighborhoods, the evi-
dence that a good part of the U.S.-born generation is doing rather well
seems unassailable.

Overall, we find reasons for cautious optimism about the second gen-
eration in the evidence regarding socioeconomic attainment. A pat-
tern of second-generation decline or stagnation does not appear to be
widespread—which of course does not mean that it does not exist at
all. For the groups with many human-capital immigrants, “stagna-
tion” in the second generation implies a position of socioeconomic
advantage in the United States, characterized by college graduation
and frequent entry into the ranks of professionals and managers. The
real issue, at any rate, concerns the U.S.-born generations from
groups dominated by traditional labor migrants, such as Mexicans
and Dominicans. The evidence here suggests that not only does the
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second generation exceed its parents’ educational attainments, which
is only to be expected in light of the limited schooling of the immi-
grant generation, but also it is less likely to be found in typical immi-
grant jobs and more likely to attain professional and managerial posi-
tions.

Yet reasons remain for concern about the socioeconomic attain-
ments of the U.S.-born. One, certainly, is race, which in the North
American context is most constraining for those with perceptible Af-
rican ancestry. Studies of Afro-Caribbean immigrants reveal the ines-
capable nature of their contact with institutional and interpersonal
racism, which limits the parents’ ability to find housing outside of seg-
regated neighborhoods and the children’s ability to escape inadequate
schools and to avoid being stopped by the police.80 While the trajec-
tory of the second generation is very much affected by the social class
position of the parents, part of it is at risk of segmented assimilation
and thus of exclusion from the economic mainstream. The same pat-
tern may appear on a diminished scale among other groups in which
African ancestry is common but not universal, such as the Domini-
cans. Racism may also limit opportunities for Mexicans and other
Latin Americans with an indigenous appearance, but here the re-
search record is not clear.81

A second concern encompasses the third generation from tradi-
tional labor immigrations, which thus far exists in substantial num-
bers only among the Mexicans (and cannot be distinguished among
adults in decennial census data). Studies of that generation among
Mexican Americans find a stagnation in educational attainment rel-
ative to the second generation; and qualitative studies of Mexican
American schoolchildren reveal the emergence of an oppositional cul-
ture deriding school achievement among some who are not immi-
grants themselves. The precise circumstances under which this culture
appears among Mexicans must still be clarified, but it offers sufficient
reason to be concerned about the socioeconomic trajectory of Mexi-
cans and of some other groups, such as the Dominicans.

Finally, there are the as yet unmeasured disadvantages associated
with being the child of undocumented parents. The labor market situ-
ation of the undocumented is clearly a difficult one; many undocu-
mented workers are located in the underground economy and thus
work for low pay and without benefits.82 Almost certainly there is an
impact on the socioeconomic horizons of their children, even though
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many of them are U.S. citizens by virtue of their birth on American
soil. The fact that traditional labor immigrations, which originate for
the most part in Latin America and the Caribbean,83 also harbor the
largest contingents of the undocumented adds to the concern about
the position of the second generation. Indeed, it appears that the num-
ber of the undocumented has been rising sharply in the aftermath
of the amnesties of the early 1990s and was around 8 million at the
time of the 2000 census. While some of these immigrants may subse-
quently attain legal status, it is likely that, without a further mass am-
nesty, many will remain illegal.

Spatial Patterns

One of the most salient features of the new immigration is its heavy
concentration in a small number of states and metropolitan areas.84

Of the immigrants who arrived during the 1990s, two-thirds ended
up in only six states: California, New York, Texas, Florida, Illinois,
and New Jersey, in order of share. Concentration within specific met-
ropolitan areas is nearly as extreme: more than half the immigrants of
the 1990s settled in and around New York City, Los Angeles, San
Francisco, Chicago, Miami, Houston, and Dallas. The new immigra-
tion is overwhelmingly urban and suburban, as opposed to rural, in
destination, even though its largest nationality component, Mexicans,
is also engaged in agricultural work. As of 2000, only twenty-five
of the nation’s largest metropolitan areas (over 500,000 population)
had above-average concentrations of the foreign-born (see Table 6.2).
These regions accounted for nearly three-quarters of all immigrants.

Geographic concentration is an inevitable by-product of immigra-
tion, which is guided by social networks. Settlement patterns are de-
termined partly by the need of immigrants, unfamiliar with American
society and frequently lacking proficiency in English, for assistance
from kin and co-ethnics. Even so, the degree of geographic concentra-
tion among new immigrant groups appears to exceed that of older
ones at a comparable stage. Moreover, its ethnic impact is undoubt-
edly enhanced by the exodus of a considerable number of U.S.-born
Americans, both white and black, from these metropolitan areas, thus
intensifying immigrants’ relative presence.85 Only groups with a large
professional stratum, such as Indian immigrants, appear to be excep-
tions—understandably so, since for professionals, job considerations
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typically override the tendency to settle in ethnic communities and
particular regions. Places of settlement are also initially more dis-
persed for refugees, whose original destination in the United States is
usually determined by government agencies and private sponsorship.
But secondary migrations tend to bring about greater ethnic concen-
tration, exemplified by Miami as a mecca for Cubans and Orange
County, California, for Vietnamese.86

Nevertheless, the concentration of immigrant groups in a small
number of metropolitan areas appears incompatible with the rapid
growth of ethnic populations that is projected if immigration remains
at the current level. The National Research Council suggests a mid-
dle-of-the-road scenario which projects that by 2020, Latinos and
Asians, the two racial/ethnic populations receiving the bulk of the
new immigration, will account for nearly a quarter of the population,
which would represent almost a doubling of their proportion in a
thirty-year period.87 It seems self-evident that these groups cannot re-
main concentrated in a few states and metropolitan areas if growth
occurs on this scale. The data from the 2000 census provide consider-
able evidence of the dispersal of Mexican and Asian immigrants, who,
for instance, are showing up in larger numbers throughout the South,
a region that heretofore has received very little immigration. More-
over, the statistics of regional concentration cited earlier are sig-
nificantly reduced from those of 1990, when more than 80 percent of
recent immigrants were found in six states. A rigorous analysis of
2000 census data indicates that racial and ethnic diversity is increas-
ing over time in most parts of the United States, implying that the im-
pact of immigration is not limited to the few metropolitan regions
that are currently the main reception areas.88 One future possibility is
the emergence of a much larger number of immigrant cultural centers,
especially of Spanish speakers. Other areas of the country might begin
to resemble the immigrant concentrations found in metropolises such
as Los Angeles, Miami, and New York. Yet the hypothesis that move-
ment away from areas of original settlement tends to be associated
with a ratcheting up of assimilation, which seems generally borne out
in the experiences of European-descent groups, is also plausible in ap-
plication to new immigrant groups. There is some evidence that sug-
gests a moderate deconcentration by the second generation, which is
consistent with the assimilation hypothesis, but no firm conclusion is
warranted as yet.89
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Within the metropolitan areas where they concentrate, immigrants
and the second generation appear to be segregated from the majority
population to a substantial extent, but no more so than were the im-
migrant groups of the early twentieth century. “Segregation,” gauged
by the most conventional measure, the so-called index of dissimilarity,
has a specific technical meaning that must be kept in mind: namely,
that the spatial distribution of a group (across units such as census
tracts) differs from that of a comparison group, often the majority.
Such a difference may be produced by the existence of immigrant resi-
dential enclaves, where immigrants and their children are surrounded
by fellow ethnics and have limited contact with outsiders, or by a dis-
persal of immigrants in some parts of a region but not others. In the
latter case, immigrants may live mainly in the midst of people who
differ ethnically from them. Or both patterns may combine for any
group.

Most studies find moderate levels of segregation for ethnic popula-
tions growing from immigration but measure this only for the largest
populations, that is, Asians and Latinos. Analysis of 1990 census data
for metropolitan regions throughout the United States found that the
average index of dissimilarity between Hispanics and non-Hispanics
was .43, virtually unchanged from the 1980 index calculated in an
equivalent way. That of Asians from non-Asians is also .43, represent-
ing in this case a slight increase from the 1980 value (.41). By con-
trast, the average 1990 value for blacks was .64. Another study com-
paring average segregation index values between 1990 and 2000
found the same pattern of stable segregation levels (though the segre-
gation of Hispanics, calculated this time from non-Hispanic whites,
came out higher, around .51).90 Remarkably, there appears to have
been no increase during the 1980s and 1990s in the segregation of
Asians and Hispanics, even though these populations were growing
very rapidly because of immigration.

But analyses of large aggregates can conceal higher levels of segre-
gation for specific immigrant groups. For instance, the 1990 index-of-
dissimilarity values for specific immigrant ethnic groups in the New
York and Los Angeles metropolitan regions generally are in the .5–.7
range, indicating a “high moderate” to “low high” level of segrega-
tion; such values, in fact, are not much below those for African Amer-
icans in the same regions. In Los Angeles, a city that is a mecca with-
out equal for immigration streams from Asia and Latin America, the
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index of dissimiliarity between Mexicans and Anglos (i.e., non-His-
panic whites) was .59, and that between Salvadorans (the second-
largest Latino group in the region) and Anglos was even higher, .77.91

The index values were also relatively high for the major Asian groups:
Chinese, .60; Filipinos, .54; Koreans, .58; Vietnamese, .66.92 Yet, ex-
cept for that .77, these values do not seem very remarkable by histo-
rical standards, for analysis of data from the early twentieth century
for New York finds rather similar values for the immigrant groups of
that era.93

Moreover, when the racial/ethnic composition of the local areas
where the typical member of an immigrant group resides is taken into
account, using a different type of segregation measure (the indices of
isolation and exposure, which belong to the so-called P* family of
measures), then the degree of immigrant segregation usually appears
more modest. For the typical member of such a group lives in a very
mixed neighborhood where other immigrant and non-immigrant
groups are present. In fact, it is quite common for non-Hispanic white
neighbors to outnumber co-ethnic ones. This is especially true for
Asians: for instance, though in 1990 the Chinese were the second-
largest non-Anglo group in the Los Angeles region, the average Chi-
nese Angeleno resided in a census tract that was only 14 percent Chi-
nese, while approximately 40 percent of the neighbors were Anglo.
Only for the large Hispanic groups in regions of heavy immigrant
concentration—for instance, the Mexicans of Chicago or the Los An-
geles region, the Cubans of Miami—do co-ethnic neighbors outnum-
ber Anglo ones. Even in these regions, moreover, it is usual for at least
half of a group to reside outside of its areas of concentration: in 1990
this was the case for 52 percent of New York’s Chinese, despite the
existence of Chinatown and satellite neighborhoods, and of 55 per-
cent of Los Angeles Mexicans.94 In these respects there is a sharp dis-
tinction between the typical residential situation of immigrant minori-
ties and that of African Americans, who are more likely to reside in
areas where their own group is in the majority and white neighbors
are rare. Correspondingly, black immigrants tend to be more segre-
gated: both West Indians and dark-skinned Latinos are very likely to
be channeled into or near black neighborhoods, especially if they re-
side in cities.95 The extent to which immigrant minorities reside with
co-ethnics in metropolitan regions such as Los Angeles will almost
certainly increase in the future as immigration continues. But they are
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likely to continue to live with non–group members, including whites,
in their midst, or even in the midst of whites, unless there is a massive
flight of whites from areas of immigrant concentration. This seems
unlikely, as many of the areas where immigrants go are global me-
tropolises with concentrations of headquarters complexes and associ-
ated professional and high-level service jobs.96 Whites will not aban-
don them completely.

In clear contrast to earlier, European immigrant groups, which gen-
erally first established urban enclaves and only after a generation or
more migrated to suburbs, the new immigrants frequently settle in
suburbs immediately upon, or soon after, arriving in the United
States.97 According to 2000 census data, 48 percent of those who ar-
rived during the 1990s and were living in metropolitan areas already
resided outside the central cities. The percentages of suburbanites
were particularly high and growing among Asian groups. Within the
first decade after their arrival in Los Angeles, many Asian immigrant
families “buy up” into suburban neighborhoods. In 2000, 61 percent
of East Indian households in metropolitan areas of the nation were lo-
cated in suburbs. The comparable 2000 figure for whites is only mod-
estly higher, 71 percent. The lowest percentage among Asian groups is
found for the Chinese, who have long-standing urban enclaves; but
as of 2000, almost half were located outside the central cities—a
noticeable increase from 1980 (40 percent), despite the heavy immi-
gration of ethnic Chinese during the 1980s and 1990s. Rates of
suburbanization are on average lower for Latino groups, except for
Cubans, who are as likely to reside in suburbia as non-Hispanic
whites.

Will suburbanization have the same meaning for new immigrant
groups as it had for older ones, for whom it was usually associated
with the maturity of the residential assimilation process? There can-
not be a definitive answer at this point in the history of the new immi-
gration; and in any event, one needs to recognize that the term “sub-
urbia” now covers such a vast range of residential contexts that a
single, unqualified answer is ultimately unlikely. But the existence of
extensive suburban ethnic enclaves, such as of the Chinese in Mon-
terey Park in Los Angeles, suggests that the contemporary settlement
pattern is distinctive. The huge Los Angeles barrio is also for the most
part outside the central city. These examples, along with other evi-
dence, suggest that barriers to suburban entry have fallen for freshly
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arrived immigrants, who may not speak English well. They can now
reside in suburbia without detriment to their ability to function in
daily life (e.g., shop or participate in recreational activities), presum-
ably because they find sufficient numbers of co-ethnics and an ethnic
infrastructure in their vicinity.98

One has to be careful not to exaggerate the magnitude of the new
suburban areas of ethnic concentration. Many of them still have, at
least to date, a thin ethnic presence, amounting to 10–30 percent of
residents, the majority of whom are whites. Further, most suburban-
ized members of the immigrant and second generations live outside
these areas.99 Nevertheless, the existence of suburban ethnic concen-
trations has the potential to undermine one of the principal mecha-
nisms that propelled residential assimilation for European ethnics,
namely, the search for improved residential amenities, which typically
led them away from urban ethnic areas. If the new immigrants are
able to establish suburban ethnic communities that already have qual-
ities such as good schools and clean streets, then presumably their
motivation to leave these communities is weakened.

These questions lead us to a more systematic consideration of the
conceptual model that represents the most developed understanding
of the process of residential assimilation. Labeled the “spatial assimi-
lation model” in its most recent formulation (by the sociologist
Douglas Massey), its intellectual roots lie in the early-twentieth-
century theorizing of such Chicago School figures as Robert E. Park
and Louis Wirth, based on their observations of immigrant groups in
that city (see Chapter 2). One can think of the model as a distillation
of the “average” or “typical” residential processes experienced by Eu-
ropean groups, recognizing at the same time that these were undoubt-
edly too complex to be entirely compressed into a single template. But
the model gives us a standard by which to evaluate in a rough way
the degree of fit between the settlement patterns of past and present
groups. Based on its underlying assumptions that neighborhood loca-
tion and housing are largely determined by market processes and that
ethnics are motivated to improve their residential assimilation once
they have acculturated to some extent and made some socioeconomic
gains, the model leads to several clear-cut hypotheses. Residential ex-
posure to the majority group and various qualities of the neighbor-
hood are hypothesized to improve in tandem with an ethnic family’s
socioeconomic standing, acculturation (as measured, say, by its mem-
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bers’ proficiency in speaking English), and generational status or, in
the case of the immigrants themselves, length of residence. Subur-
banization also enjoys a special role in the model as a stage enhancing
residential assimilation.100

A series of studies of spatial assimilation for some of the main met-
ropolitan regions where the new immigrants concentrate has tracked
these hypothesized linkages as of 1990. By and large, the findings up-
hold the spatial assimilation model.101 In some critical respects, they
sustain the analogy between the residential trajectory of contempo-
rary immigrant groups and that of past European groups, despite the
existence of obvious differences. The studies focus especially on the
median household income of the census tract of residence—a mea-
sure not only of its affluence but also of the residential amenities a
neighborhood is likely to provide—and the percent of non-Hispanic
whites, the majority group, among residents. For Asians and Lati-
nos,102 the most powerful determinant is their own socioeconomic po-
sition: the greater their income and the higher their educational sta-
tus, the larger, for instance, the percentage of non-Hispanic whites in
the population of the neighborhood where they reside. Linguistic ac-
culturation is a second-order determinant. The difference it makes is
particularly sizable among Latinos and is most pronounced between
those who speak only English at home and those who do not speak
English well. Bilinguals, who speak a mother tongue but are proficient
at English too, are in between.

Race also matters, however, and not only for black West Indians
but also for Latinos. Light-skinned Latinos (i.e., those who describe
themselves on the census form as “white”—about half of all Latinos
in 1990) are better able to enter neighborhoods with large numbers of
non-Hispanic whites, and thus more advantaged areas. As we have
noted before, the residential patterns of Latinos who describe them-
selves as “black” (fewer than 5 percent of all Latinos in 1990) tend to
conform to those of African Americans, the most segregated group in
the United States; and thus they live in neighborhoods with greater
disadvantages (e.g., lower median household income) than one would
otherwise expect given their own socioeconomic characteristics. Lati-
nos who describe themselves as other than black or white usually fall
in between.

After socioeconomic standing, residence in a suburb rather than a
city is the strongest predictor of the percentage of the majority group
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present in the neighborhoods where Asians and Latinos live. Even in
the metropolitan regions most affected by the new immigration and
where, therefore, many new immigrants are potential neighbors, this
variable still typically adds about 10–20 percentage points to the non-
Hispanic white share of the neighborhood. In cities, the neighbors in
mixed areas are typically members of other minority groups.103 Per-
haps the mixed nature of most neighborhoods has little bearing for
immigrants, who may find enough co-ethnics in their vicinity to live in
comfortably ethnic ways. But it is likely to have a considerable impact
on their children, who as they grow up are frequently brought to-
gether with whites and members of other ethnic groups in schools and
in playgroups.

Figure 6.5 summarizes these findings for the two principal regions
of immigrant concentration, Los Angeles and New York. On the left
in each quadrant are the predicted values for a poor urban immigrant
from one of the four major racial/ethnic populations (Asians, blacks,
light-skinned Latinos, and whites); on the right those for a middle-in-
come, suburban, native-born group member. (To provide a suitable
standard, the whites are assumed to be native-born in both cases.)
The left-hand bars portray substantial racial/ethnic inequality. In ev-
ery case, the residential situation of whites is the most privileged: the
affluence of their neighborhoods is well above that expected for poor
immigrants from the other groups, in part because poor whites live
mainly with other whites while poor minorities do not. According to
the right-hand bars, however, the middle-class, linguistically assimi-
lated members of the second generation from the immigrant minori-
ties approach residential parity with whites, something that is not true
for socioeconomically successful African Americans. In other words,
the characteristics of the neighborhoods where these Asians and light-
skinned Latinos reside are nearly the same as those where similarly
situated whites live—implying that these are frequently not just simi-
lar but indeed the same neighborhoods.

This is not to say that, in a strict sense, spatial assimilation requires
residence in largely white neighborhoods. Certainly, the residential
integration of the European American second generation was fre-
quently a matter of entry into ethnically mixed neighborhoods, not
those dominated by Protestants of British ancestry. But the entry of
many middle-class Asians and Hispanics into the neighborhoods of
the majority population is a strong demonstration of contemporary
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spatial assimilation. Could this feature of spatial assimilation be un-
dermined by the continuing immigration into the metropolitan re-
gions where immigrants and their children are most concentrated?
This, combined with the inclination of some natives to move away
from these regions, is altering the racial/ethnic composition of neigh-
borhoods in a way that reduces the availability of majority group
members as neighbors for upwardly mobile immigrant households.
Still, even in the areas most heavily affected by immigration, middle-
income, linguistically assimilated Asian and Latino suburbanites
tended as of 1990, the latest date for which the relevant analyses are
available, to live in areas where non-Hispanic whites predominate.
Only in Los Angeles and Miami, the two regions with the highest pro-
portions of foreign-born in their populations and where, therefore,
the racial/ethnic shifts spurred by immigration are the furthest devel-
oped, was this generalization at risk. In other regions of immigrant
settlement, such as San Francisco and New York, which have the
third- and fourth-highest concentrations of new immigrant groups,
the neighborhoods of even modestly affluent Asians and Latinos gen-
erally had non-Hispanic white majorities, which were quite substan-
tial in the suburbs. Presumably the same would have been even more
true for most other metropolitan regions, where the concentration of
new immigrant groups is necessarily more modest. In such areas it
will be a long time, if ever, before immigration modifies the racial/eth-
nic composition of neighborhoods to the point where the residential
integration with whites for middle-class, acculturated Asians and
light-skinned Latinos is endangered.

That residential patterns exhibit somewhat contradictory qualities
is probably inevitable at an early stage in the unfolding of the conse-
quences of large-scale immigration. Indeed, results from the 2000
census indicate both that immigrant enclaves have grown during the
1990s and that processes of spatial assimilation continue to function.
In particular, the stability of the overall segregation levels for Asians
and Hispanics implies that, despite the enormous increase of these
populations during the 1990s because of immigration, their distribu-
tion across different types of neighborhoods held steady. Given the in-
creased sizes of the groups, this implies some increase in ethnic den-
sity of group enclaves; yet at the same time, the numbers who live
outside these enclaves, often in neighborhoods with many whites but
also in some multihued neighborhoods where many groups mix, are
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rising. Perhaps the most interesting signal of all is the declining racial
and ethnic exclusivity of the neighborhoods where whites live: as of
2000, the average white in the metropolitan regions of the nation re-
sides in a census tract where 20 percent of the residents are nonwhite
or Hispanic (up from 15 percent in 1990 and 12 percent in 1980).104

Given the historic role of the majority’s exclusion of minorities from
its residential bastions, the increasing diversity in white neighbor-
hoods suggests that the way is open to further spatial assimilation, at
least for some contemporary immigrant minorities.

But even as we underscore the continuities in spatial assimilation,
we are aware that, as a totality, the residential picture is more mixed:
that elements of persisting segregation appear alongside those of inte-
gration. The high walls of residential segregation confronting Ameri-
cans with visible African ancestry, native-born and immigrant, are
crumbling very slowly. Moreover, the evidence is convincing that His-
panics who are black are as affected by this segregation as are African
Americans. And the other Hispanics who do not have a European ap-
pearance are also residentially disadvantaged, though not to the ex-
tent that blacks are. New areas of ethnic concentration are developing
as a result of the clustering of immigrant groups, and some of them of-
fer suburban amenities, making them much more attractive as places
to live than the inner-city enclaves typical of immigration a century
ago. Thus, the spatial assimilation of some will not dilute the patches
of racial and ethnic colorations on future social mappings of U.S. met-
ropolitan regions, but by the same token the visibility of those patches
should not obscure the occurrence of such assimilation.

Social Relations

Ethnicity characteristically carries with it a tendency to privilege those
of similar ethnic origins when it comes to various kinds of social rela-
tions, especially those involving degrees of trust and intimacy. This
tendency typically lessens as an ethnic assimilates. Data about social
relations are thus crucial to any evaluation of the ultimate course of
assimilation. But at this point systematic data about social relations
among contemporary immigrants are hard to find. The impression
given by ethnographic studies is that primary-group relationships are
largely confined within the immigrant community, even for young
members of the second (and 1.5) generation. Many of these studies
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depict immigrant families during their first decade in the United
States, describing the difficulties of the settlement process, the need to
rely on family and immigrant networks, and the limited extent of ac-
culturation.105 They also show how prejudice and hostility can re-
inforce the tendency to stay within the confines of common ethnic
origin. For example, in a rural community in California studied by
Margaret Gibson, Punjabis were a growing minority who had bought
up 50 percent of the farmland in the area. White residents viewed
Punjabi immigrants with ambivalence and hostility, expressed as envy
or worry over competition for resources. The immigrants themselves
were aware of underlying tensions in their relationship with local
whites. Gibson reports that all those she interviewed had experienced
prejudice but were quick to point out that it did not interfere with
their pursuit of daily activities. Punjabi farmers emphasized that they
got along well with local white farmers, and underscored their grow-
ing economic interdependence. They recounted hostile incidents, usu-
ally involving local white youths, but they balanced these with ac-
counts of friendship with white neighbors and unexpected kindness.
Even so, social interaction between whites and Punjabis generally oc-
curred as a by-product of commercial transactions, and tended to be
superficial. Gibson’s description of selective acculturation and limited
interaction with natives is consistent with accounts of the early stages
of accommodation in the mass immigration from eastern and south-
ern Europe.106

This is also seen in the case of Mexican immigration to the United
States. The sheer size of this immigration, its geographic concentra-
tion, linguistic isolation, and low level of formal education, make it
more resistant to social assimilation than the smaller immigrant
streams. Notwithstanding, Mexican labor migrants undergo a grad-
ual transition from a sojourning pattern of seeking temporary work
in U.S. labor markets to a more settled pattern of labor migration. In
the early years, immigrants commute regularly between work in the
United States and home communities in Mexico. They live frugally,
often in communal housing arrangements, sending remittances home
to support their families. But over time, many labor migrants settle
down in daughter communities in the United States and bring their
spouses and children to live with them. Especially after the birth of a
child in the United States, their orientation shifts away from Mexico
as they establish permanent commitments in Latino communities. In
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the early years, the web of personal relationships is predominantly
embedded within a society of fellow labor migrants. Even in the first
year of residence in the United States, however, 11 percent of rural mi-
grants and 17 percent of migrants from urban areas report having An-
glo friends. By the fifteenth year, 63 percent of the former and 71 per-
cent of the latter have such friends; moreover, the friends of rural
migrants are more likely to be Anglo than Chicano. The development
of English language competency is a key factor in promoting social as-
similation.107

The social relations of contemporary immigrants themselves are for
obvious reasons very unlikely to resemble a pattern of full-fledged so-
cial assimilation, except in unusual cases where highly educated im-
migrants are isolated from co-ethnics. The social relations of the U.S.-
born are more likely to show such assimilation. This brings us to the
most commonly available data on social relations—data about inter-
marriage. These provide a sort of sociological x-ray to observe what
changes, if any, may be taking place within ethnic social structures.
Clearly, such data are of great interest in and of themselves for a prog-
nosis of assimilation. Because the norm of endogamous marriage has
served throughout the world as a regulative mechanism maintaining
the social boundaries of ethnic groups, its diminishment can be inter-
preted as reflecting changes in ethnic identities and boundaries. In the
United States, intermarriage between Anglo-Saxons of native stock
and European immigrants from outside the circle of northwestern
Protestant countries was uncommon as late as the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. But as white ethnic groups progressed toward cultural and social
assimilation, the sense of violation of the norm of endogamous mar-
riage diminished to the point where marriages between descendants
of northwest European stock and other white ethnics have come to be
viewed as unremarkable, even endogamous.108 The fading of norms
hindering intermarriage among white Americans of different ethnic
and religious backgrounds reflects the great decline of segregating so-
cial boundaries among European Americans.109

What inferences can we make from the occurrence of interracial
marriage about possible changes in the salience of ethnic/racial
boundaries between white and nonwhite Americans? Heretofore, in-
terracial marriage has been uncommon in the United States. This is
not surprising, since interracial marriage was illegal in a number of
states until 1967, when the Supreme Court finally ruled so-called anti-
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miscegenation laws unconstitutional. Since then, even though interra-
cial marriages have increased somewhat, from 0.7 percent in 1970 to
1.3 percent in 1980 and to 2.2 percent in 1992, they still represent
a very small percent of all marriages in the United States.110 But,
although such an increase may seem slight in the aggregate, when
viewed from the vantage point of racial minorities it looms larger as a
significant rise in the rate of out-marriage that may indicate a weaken-
ing of social and cultural norms maintaining racial boundaries. It is
useful, therefore, to examine the variation of intermarriage across mi-
norities to understand better its extent and implications.

Provoked by what appear to be relatively high intermarriage rates,
considerable attention has focused on Asian ethnic groups. One study
examined out-marriage rates through marriage license applications in
Los Angeles during the 1970s for those with East Asian surnames. Of
the three Asian American groups studied, the Japanese had the high-
est rate of marriage with non–co-ethnic spouses: in 1975, 55 percent
of Japanese-surname marriages were with a non-Japanese mate, and
in 1979, 61 percent. In the latter year, 11 percent of these Japanese
out-marriages were with spouses from other Asian ethnic groups. Ex-
cluding such intra-Asian marriages, the rate of interracial marriage in
1979 was 30 percent for Chinese, 50 percent for Japanese, and 19
percent for Koreans (then a new Asian ethnic group in Los Angeles).
Out-marriage increased significantly with the second and third gener-
ations. Half of all second-generation Chinese marriage license appli-
cations involved out-marriage. Third-generation Japanese Americans
displayed a similarly high rate. Asian American females were more
likely to intermarry than males, a pattern also observed in national
studies of intermarriage. In Hawaii in 1980, rates of out-group mar-
riage were mostly higher still: 76 percent for the Chinese, 59 percent
for the Japanese, 65 percent for Filipinos, and 83 percent for Koreans.
Because Hawaii has a majority Asian American population, Asian
out-marriage there reflects a stronger propensity toward a pattern
of pan-Asian intermarriage, not dissimilar to the pattern of intra-
religious interethnic marriage of Europeans embodied in the concept
of “the triple-melting pot.” As the size of the Asian American popula-
tion grows on the West Coast, a similar trend toward increased pan-
Asian intermarriage might also become more evident.111 Pan-Asian in-
termarriage among U.S.-born Asians can be viewed as part of the
larger process of assimilation in which social barriers created by
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ethnic boundaries attenuate as social relations expand across ethnic
groups.

There has been less systematic attention to intermarriage among
Hispanics (and very little to the marriage patterns of black immi-
grants, as compared with African Americans).112 But it appears that
intermarriage is generally less common for Hispanics than for Asians,
partly because of larger group sizes, which are associated with higher
endogamy. A study of Mexicans found that their intermarriage prev-
alence in 1980 averaged 23 percent across fifty-three metropolitan
areas with large Mexican populations. This study did not separate im-
migrants from the native-born and thus cannot address intergener-
ational changes. Another study, however, limited to New York City
and based on marriage records for 1975, found extremely high inter-
marriage rates for the second-generation non–Puerto Rican Hispanic
groups, ranging from 75 percent to more than 90 percent. But these
groups, including Cubans, Dominicans, and Central and South Amer-
icans of various national origins, were still mostly small in 1975,
which would tend to make intermarriage more likely.113

Broad changes in marriage patterns in American society over the
course of the twentieth century are likely to have a notable influence
on racial minorities emerging from contemporary immigration. Two
major studies have found strong evidence of increasing educational
homogamy in marriages. As the number of years of school attendance
has lengthened for Americans, single persons have become increas-
ingly likely to meet their mates in the final stages of school and thus to
marry persons of similar, if not the same, educational attainment. Re-
inforcing this pattern is the increased importance of educational cre-
dentials as a determinant of future earnings. With women joining the
labor force in greater numbers, men as well as women have come
to value such credentials as a guide to the future earning power of
their mates.114 Significantly, the trend toward increased educational
homogamy has occurred during a period of substantial expansion of
American secondary and higher education, which has resulted in a di-
minished effect of parents’ social class on the educational attainment
of their children. An implication is that the increase in educational
homogamy need not entail increased homogamy according to social
class origin.115

Do racial barriers become easier to cross as education grows in im-
portance as a basis for mate selection? An important study of interra-
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cial marriage has addressed this question, among others, using 1980
and 1990 census data for native-born married couples twenty to
twenty-nine years of age, thus focusing on recent marriages and ex-
cluding those contracted decades ago when interracial marriage was
far more difficult.116 This study shows that between 1980 and 1990
the percentage of racial endogamy for both males and females de-
clined for all racial groups. In 1990 it was highest for blacks (males,
92 percent; females, 97 percent) and lowest for Asian Americans—de-
fined to include Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans—(males, 39 percent;
females, 34 percent). The proportion of endogamous marriages for
Hispanics was 64 percent for males and 63 percent for females. When
group size is controlled for, the tendency to endogamy is lower for
Hispanics than Asian Americans. But interracial marriage for Asian
Americans is almost exclusively with whites, whereas this is not true
for Hispanics. Overall, interracial marriages are highest between
whites and Asian Americans followed by whites and Hispanics and
lowest between whites and blacks. The decline in racial endogamy
over the decade was highest among men and women with high educa-
tional attainment (Figure 6.6). The odds of interracial marriage with
whites increased sharply for Asian Americans with college and post-
graduate educational attainment. This suggests a significant weaken-
ing of racial boundaries between whites and Asians. The socio-
economic attainment of Asian Americans—high levels of educational
attainment and occupational mobility, along with parity in earning
power—appears to make Asian Americans more attractive as mar-
riage partners.117

According to this analysis, interracial marriages with whites tend to
be educationally homogamous for all three racial minorities. In mar-
riages between spouses with unequal educational attainment, how-
ever, “hypogamy for white women” remains the dominant pattern in
Latino/black marriages with whites. In hypogamous marriages, white
women trade their higher racial status as whites for their nonwhite
mate’s higher earning power, an exchange which, as Robert K. Mer-
ton observed, may not result from an intentional choice, but nonethe-
less operates in the background. Merton’s classic paper, written more
than half a century ago, inferred from hypogamy the existence of
caste-like racial barriers between whites and blacks—for in hypog-
amous marriages, both parties are compensated for violating strongly
held social and cultural norms prohibiting interracial marriage
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Figure 6.6. Relative odds of intermarriage with whites, 1980 and 1990, by
education level (relative to odds of a marriage between two whites with some
college). Source: Zhenchao Qian, “Breaking the Racial Barriers,” Demography
34 (May 1997): 272. Used with permission.
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through the exchange of complementary values.118 Significantly, how-
ever, hypogamous marriage does not appear to extend to interracial
marriages involving Asian American men. Instead, white women are,
if anything, less likely to marry Asian American men higher in educa-
tion than to marry those lower in education.119 To follow Merton’s
logic, this finding suggests that racial barriers between whites and
Asian Americans have moderated in the United States.

Despite what appear to be relatively high intermarriage rates on
the part of the second and later generations of contemporary immi-
grant groups, no bold prognostications about ultimate assimilation
are warranted on this basis alone. Although intermarriage has re-
ceived more attention than other kinds of social relations for new
immigrant groups, research has not sufficiently established the indi-
vidual and contextual determinants of intermarriage to be confident
about marriage patterns over the long run. In view of the well-estab-
lished principle that endogamy increases in proportion to the size of a
racial/ethnic population, more research is needed especially to under-
stand better the population dynamics of intermarriage in the context
of sustained high-volume immigration. Moreover, it has long been ac-
cepted that a key issue for interpreting the long-term effect of inter-
marriage involves the racial/ethnic identity of the married couple and,
even more so, of their children.120 Although the importance of this is-
sue is widely acknowledged, it is only now beginning to draw atten-
tion in relation to intermarriage in new immigrant groups, which fre-
quently cross racial lines. As of 1990, “about one quarter of the 2
million children with at least one Asian parent, and of the 5.4 million
with at least one Hispanic parent live in inter-racial households with a
white parent or step parent.”121 Researchers are discovering that mul-
tiracial or multiethnic identities are common among those descended
from such marriages.122 The ramifications of such identities for racial/
ethnic populations are far from clear, and little is known in particular
about their implications for everyday behavior and ethnic boundaries.

The evidence reviewed in this chapter demonstrates, we believe, that
assimilation remains a potent force affecting immigrant groups in the
United States. Our focus throughout has been on signs of intergen-
erational shift, and there are plenty to be found. Some forms of assim-
ilation appear to be widespread, if not virtually universal, as one
looks across the generations. Almost everyone learns English, and
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conversion to English monolingualism is clearly widespread, even
among Spanish-speaking groups. Acculturation, we must note, is not
always benign: studies of health outcomes show that acculturation
to fatty American foods and to lack of physical activity sometimes
brings about a worsening of health status.123 Ethnic cultures will nev-
ertheless persist in some respects, as they did among European
groups. For many of the new ethnic groups, even those that are Chris-
tian, religion will provide an institutional carapace protecting some
cultural differences. But the scope of ethnic cultural difference will
narrow, and cultural commonalities with other Americans will ex-
pand, thus allowing for more intergroup interactions.

Other forms of assimilation are likely to characterize certain seg-
ments within many of the new ethnic groups. This seems a plausible
prognosis for socioeconomic assimilation. The distinction between
human-capital and traditional labor migrants is of great relevance
here. In general, the descendants of immigrant streams with many
human-capital migrants retain socioeconomic advantages into the
second and probably later generations. On average, their educational
attainment and their position in the labor force are at least as favor-
able as those of native whites. To be sure, these advantages result in
large part from the human-cultural capital brought by immigrants
rather than the social mobility across the generations that character-
ized the experiences of many European groups; and this raises a ques-
tion about the application of the term “assimilation,” which to some
implies improvement in socioeconomic position. For the second gen-
eration of human-capital immigration, assimilation mostly involves
horizontal intergenerational educational and occupational attain-
ment. This is horizontal mobility because many in the second genera-
tion remain in the same or similar occupational categories as their im-
migrant parents. The concept of segmented assimilation appears to
conflate horizontal mobility with downward assimilation. The rela-
tively high level of social and economic resources of many in these
groups permits them to participate in the mainstream society on
rather favorable terms and thereby encourages other forms of assimi-
lation, such as social mixing across ethnic lines.

For traditional labor migrants the pattern of socioeconomic assimi-
lation is more ambiguous. This may seem a puzzling assessment inas-
much as they generally show unmistakable signs of educational and
occupational upgrading between the first and second generations. If
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we view Mexicans as the modal labor migrant group, some degree of
intergenerational mobility must be expected because of the first gener-
ation’s entry at the bottom of the job ladder, especially the undocu-
mented migrants from Mexico. The mobility that we find on average
allows for the possibility of a dominant pattern of horizontal mobility
between generations, in which lower-class Mexican culture merges
with lower-class cultural and behavioral patterns prevalent in poor
neighborhoods of American central cities. In short, the average pat-
tern of upward mobility in the second generation may disguise a great
deal of diversity in socioeconomic trajectory, with a substantial por-
tion of the group experiencing stagnation or, at best, limited mobility.
The presence of a large pool of undocumented immigrants in the
Mexican and some other low-wage labor groups contributes to this
diversity of outcome in the second generation. By the third genera-
tion, the average intergenerational mobility of the Mexican group ap-
pears on the basis of some evidence to stagnate, at least when mea-
sured in terms of college education. Yet this average, too, leaves room
for considerable diversity, and a sizable portion of the Mexican group
has undoubtedly entered the middle-class realm.

A mixed picture is also evident when we turn to forms of social as-
similation, which we measure by residential assimilation and inter-
marriage. Both can be revealing of the narrowing of social distances
between ethnic groups and the white majority. Studies of residential
patterns indicate that some aspects of the model of spatial assimila-
tion still appear to hold: thus, suburbanization and improving socio-
economic position both increase the likelihood of residing outside an
ethnic neighborhood and in one where whites are in the majority; lin-
guistic assimilation also has this effect for Latinos. But there are also
some differences from the classic pattern experienced by most of the
European groups: these are epitomized by the appearance of affluent
ethnic communities in suburbs. Moreover, there is evidence here, too,
of segmented assimilation, for black skin color substantially reduces
the likelihood of entry into a majority group area. Residential assimi-
lation into majority group areas is more likely for Asians and for
light-skinned Latinos than for others. This conclusion seems consis-
tent with the intermarriage data, which show quite high intermarriage
rates for second- and later-generation Asians and lower, though still
considerable, rates for Latinos. The impressive Asian intermarriage
rates suggest that the social and cultural barriers to marriages with

Evidence of Contemporary Assimilation • 269

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



whites, the main intermarriage partners, are not high. The lower rate
among Latinos, together with the greater racial diversity of their in-
termarriage partners, seems to hint at a racial gradient in Latino inter-
marriage, with light-skinned, middle-class Latinos perhaps most
likely to intermarry with non-Latino whites.

Assimilation among the descendants of the new immigrants will
not be a simple repetition of the story line for European Americans.
But history rarely, if ever, repeats itself exactly. Many circumstances
have changed; the American society in which the second and third
generations find themselves differs in numerous ways from that faced
by the second and third generations of the past. But it remains true
that a broader set of opportunities is found in the mainstream than in
the social and economic niches where ethnic groups are dominant;
and this difference will provide a motivation for many to move to-
ward the mainstream. It would be foolhardy to forecast that assimila-
tion will have as corrosive an impact on the ethnicities created by the
new immigration as it did for those created by European immigration.
But it would be equally foolhardy to discount the relevance of assimi-
lation for the new immigration. Assimilation remains a pattern of ma-
jor import for immigrant groups entering the United States, and it is
likely to reshape the future ethnic contours of American society, as it
did those of the past.
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• C H A P T E R S E V E N •

Conclusion: Remaking the Mainstream

Imagine that the contemporary immigration continues for a century,
rising in the future to a level above the present one, thus adding in
each decade 4–8 percent to the U.S. population, and occasionally even
more. (In general, this would exceed the high level of immigration of
the 1990s, which, augmented in part by the amnesty provision of the
1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act, appears to be just under
4 percent of the mid-decade population.)1 Suppose, too, that the im-
migrants continue to be ethnically, sometimes racially, and frequently
religiously different from mainstream America. They settle with great
density in a number of metropolitan regions, where ethnic enclaves
are a prominent feature of the social landscape and immigrant lan-
guages are to be heard on the streets and seen on the signs of many
ethnic businesses, while in other parts of the country their presence is
thinner and much less noticeable. In some of the areas of densest con-
centration, languages other than English are used for a good portion
of the instruction in schools. Eventually, the levels of citizenship in the
immigrant population rise through naturalization and the birthright
citizenship of the second generation to the point where the groups
dominate the politics of some cities and states and exert control over
much municipal employment. Because of the economic niches devel-
oped by specific groups, strong associations arise between specific
jobs and particular groups, giving rise to stereotypes such as, in a pre-
vious era, the Irish policeman and the Italian barber.
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Many might think that the result would be an America different
from what we have known, but in fact what we have just described
derives not from the future but from the history of immigration from
Europe during the century of mass immigration, 1820–1924. Starting
in the 1830s, the immigration of each decade added more to the U.S.
population than has that of any decade since 1965, except for the
1990s (see Figure 7.1). In several it contributed about 10 percent: dur-
ing the 1850s, when the numbers were swollen with Irish fleeing the
famine; during the 1880s, when immigration from Germany attained
its high-water mark; and during the early 1900s, when the immigra-
tion from southern and eastern Europe crested. Moreover, from its
beginnings, the immigration of this period brought mostly arrivals
who were ethnically and religiously different from Anglo-America,
overwhelmingly composed at the time of Protestant British stock. The
largest group of immigrants in the 1830s were the Irish, who, because
of their long history of conquest and subordination at the hands of
the English, were viewed as members of an inferior race; and the im-
migration of mid-century was dominated by a combination of Irish
and Germans. The Irish were mainly Catholic, of course, and the Ger-
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Figure 7.1. Legal immigrants per decade as percent of the mid-decade U.S.
population.
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man immigration included many Catholics and Jews. By the early
twentieth century, immigrants and their children made up the major-
ity of the population in many American cities (and there were scarcely
any suburbs for the native urban population to flee to). In some cit-
ies, public and parochial education was bilingual or even conducted
largely in the language of the immigrant group; this was true through-
out the Midwest, where the Germans had settled in large numbers,
and in some parts of New England, where the Catholic population
was heavily French-speaking. The politics of many cities were, more-
over, dominated by political machines headed by Irish Catholics but
relying on the votes of other immigrant groups; the Irish also con-
trolled municipal employment in these cities to a degree that would
likely be impossible to attain today because of civil service examina-
tions and affirmative action.

Yet assimilation has been the master trend among the descendants
of prior waves of immigration, which originated predominantly in
Europe but also in East Asia. Groups once regarded as racial and reli-
gious outsiders, such as Jews and Italians, have joined the American
institutional mainstream and social majority. Among whites, ethnic
boundaries have not entirely disappeared, but they have become so
faint as to pale beside other racial/ethnic boundaries. Assimilation is
unlikely to achieve the same preeminence among the descendants of
contemporary immigrants, but that it will be a force of major conse-
quence we have no doubt. In arguing for the importance of assimila-
tion as a social process, we are not asserting its inevitability, as the
early writing on assimilation appeared to. Perhaps in the long run, as-
similation will turn out to be as predominant in the future as it has
been in the American past, but even if it does, the time scale of such a
“long run” may be so long that the Keynsian witticism “in the long
run we are all dead” is a suitable retort.

We, in any event, are thinking about the patterns that will be ob-
servable during the first half of the twenty-first century. The unfolding
of the consequences of renewed mass immigration is in its early
stages, and as we have repeatedly noted, the new immigration is very
diverse. The contemporary immigration scene displays complex, con-
tradictory patterns, from rapid assimilation apparent among some
professionals and their children to the new way of sojourning appar-
ent in transnational circuits, and to the potential among other immi-
grant groups for incorporation as racialized minorities. But the key
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conclusion for us is that there will be some continuity in assimilation
between past and present; in this spirit, it is reasonable to consider
what the impact will be on American society as well as on the immi-
grant minorities.

The Contingencies of Assimilation

Clearly, assimilation will not apply to all immigrant minorities to the
same extent, and this is one way in which the incorporation stories of
the past and present are likely to differ. The contemporary immigra-
tion is more diverse than that of the past, in terms of the forms of cap-
ital immigrants bring, the nature of the communities they enter, and
their race and legal status. That the members of some groups enter
American society at a high level almost from the start because they
bring educational and professional credentials or wealth with them
has obvious effects on the character of their integration. Whether as
immigrant professionals or entrepreneurs, human-cultural and finan-
cial capital enables them to benefit most directly from the institutional
changes that have taken place since the 1960s. Frequently enough,
they pursue professional occupations and live in suburbs, often where
whites predominate, and their children are able to attend selective
American schools. Stories of this type are too well known to require
any emphasis from us. But even among these groups there will not be
a uniform assimilation scenario. What can be expected is that individ-
uals and groups will acculturate at different rates and often selec-
tively, by shedding some aspects of immigrant cultural practices while
retaining others (though these will often be altered by the American
experience, which should not be surprising, since the same was true of
earlier immigrant groups).

Members of other groups face quite different conditions. Low-
wage laborers with low levels of formal schooling, who are found in
great numbers in the immigrations from Mexico and Central Amer-
ica, compete for jobs on the bottom rungs of the labor market. The re-
liance of labor migrants on ethnically based social capital may rein-
force social closure within the ethnic enclave; moreover, initial
disadvantages in human-cultural capital are likely to persist into the
second generation. Although the second generation may graduate
from high school, substantially fewer will go on to college, especially
in comparison to the children of professionals and entrepreneurs of
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the same immigrant groups. As a result, some of the children of labor
migrants may stall in terms of their socioeconomic attainment,
though their fate should not be treated as a foregone conclusion,
given the widespread pattern of second-generation advance docu-
mented in Chapter 6. Moreover, for some groups, racism enters as a
complicating factor, limiting not only the chances for social mobility
but also the opportunities to convert socioeconomic success into more
favorable residential contexts and other societal values. The overlap
of West Indian and African American neighborhoods, for example, is
evidence that Afro-Caribbeans are subject to racial segregation in a
manner not so different from that affecting native-born African
Americans.2

A final major complication, which we understand the least about,
in part because it has almost no analogue among European immi-
grants, is that of legal status. Since there were no practical legal limits
on European immigration until 1917, there was no issue of undocu-
mented status on a sizable scale that could impinge on the chances of
the second generation. But for some of the contemporary immigration
streams, especially those from Mexico, Central America, and also the
Caribbean, illegal status frequently drives immigrant parents into a
social and economic underground, where they are afraid to insist on
the rights that legal residents and citizens see as their due. We have no
systematic evidence yet about how undocumented status intrudes, di-
rectly or indirectly, on the second generation, whose members are U.S.
citizens by virtue of birth but grow up in households where parents
and perhaps older siblings must live with the associated uncertainties;
but an impact must be suspected until proven otherwise.3 A special
case is the Salvadoran immigration, in which a large number of mi-
grants have fled a civil war and other disruptions but are not recog-
nized as refugees by the U.S. government. Many have been allowed to
stay temporarily, but their lives in the United States are made uncer-
tain by the possibility that their permission to stay may be rescinded.4

As we have stressed, there is no reason to believe that assimilation
is inevitable or that it will be the master trend for all these diverse
groups, as it has turned out to be for the descendants of earlier Euro-
pean and East Asian immigrants. Moreover, if we take a cue from
studies of social mobility, divergent outcomes have to be expected.
Such studies suggest that large numbers in the contemporary second
generation will experience limited or even no social mobility, while
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some will fall from their parents’ position in the socioeconomic hier-
archy. Insofar as social mobility is linked to assimilation, especially
for the second generation from groups that have entered on the lowest
rungs of the socioeconomic ladder, then a similar variability will hold
for assimilation.

The alternative models—pluralism and segmented assimilation—
have their own limitations, however, as we argued in Chapter 4. The
pluralist model is woven from two distinct threads: the transnational
connections that have become far easier to maintain in the contempo-
rary world because of advances in transportation and communica-
tion, and the economic and social advantages that may be drawn
from ethnic networks and communities. We have no doubt that these
are sufficient to ensure pluralist outcomes for some portions of the
current second and third generations. As we noted in Chapter 3,
three-quarters of a century after the end of mass immigration from
Europe, there are still ethnic communities derived from it and individ-
uals whose lives are more or less bounded by the frames of ethnic so-
cial matrices. Yet transnationalism would seem hard to sustain on a
mass scale in the second and third generations, which are far more en-
meshed in the American environment than is the immigrant genera-
tion and, in most cases, lack the “thick” connections to the places and
people in the homeland that are necessary for transnationalism to be
viable. Further, the socioeconomic advantages to be derived from eth-
nic affiliations are also less clear for the U.S.-born generations than
for the immigrant one. The prime virtue of many ethnic labor market
niches is that they provide jobs to individuals who, because of their
foreign origins, are at a disadvantage; but the jobs themselves are
not often very desirable. Few ethnic economies are large or diverse
enough to provide jobs that are attractive to many individuals with
realistic prospects of mobility in the mainstream economy. Thus, our
view is that the pluralist mode of incorporation is likely to remain
confined to modest portions of the U.S.-born generations, as was true
for the earlier European and Asian ethnics.

One reason why the pluralist model has received so much attention
is that it develops an alternative to the third mode of incorporation,
spotlighted by the model of segmented assimilation. While this model
encompasses the possibility of assimilation into the mainstream—this
is one segment, or trajectory—its focus of interest is on assimilation
into a disadvantaged minority status. That outcome is seen as the re-
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sult of changes in economic structures that reduce opportunities for
upward mobility; racial distinctions that remain powerful and place
the children of nonwhite immigrants at a disadvantage; and the at-
tractiveness of an inner-city, underclass culture for those in the second
generation who have experienced discrimination and rejection in
schools and workplaces.

Although such lucid identification of a potential social problem for
the second and third generations has value, we foresee limits on the
likely scale of “downward” assimilation. (In pointing to limits, we do
not intend to diminish the distress felt by those who experience dis-
crimination and ethnically constrained opportunities or the problem
these pose for the society.) For one thing, upward mobility is by no
means as reduced as the model seems to assume; the socioeconomic
advance in the second generation is quite broad for the children of
low-wage laborers, and the children of human-capital immigrants do
quite well on average, as the data in Chapter 6 show. Even what ap-
pears to be horizontal mobility on the abstract grid of the social scien-
tist may be experienced as intergenerational improvement by those
undergoing it; certainly, this is what studies of the perceptions of lat-
eral movers appear to indicate.5 Downward socioeconomic mobility,
which the model highlights, does not appear widespread.

Moreover, the model takes as fixed something that should be
viewed as potentially malleable: the rigidity of racial boundaries in
the United States. As we have argued in previous chapters, this rigid-
ity has already softened to a large extent for Asians. The extent of its
relevance for Hispanics is unclear: to judge by residential patterns, it
is not experienced much by the roughly half of Hispanics who view
themselves as racially “white.” The degree of racial discrimination
suffered by brown-skinned Hispanics or those with an indigenous or
“Indian” appearance is undoubtedly greater. Evidence for a linkage of
racial barriers and downward assimilation is strongest among indi-
viduals and groups with visible African ancestry: Afro-Caribbeans,
including some Spanish-speakers.6 Nevertheless, this describes the
contemporary situation; as we will argue shortly, we see reasons to
hypothesize that racial boundaries could become less rigid in the fu-
ture.

In developing a theory to specify the mechanisms of assimilation, in
Chapter 2 we claim that incentives matter: insofar as entry into the
mainstream expands the structure of opportunities ranging from edu-

Conclusion • 277

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



cation, occupation, and areas of residence to greater latitude in a vari-
ety of private choices, many immigrants and their children are likely
to consider courses of action that, whether intended to do so or not,
improve their probability of assimilating. Whether or not they com-
mit themselves to these courses, however, and advance on trajectories
of assimilation is contingent to a large measure on the predictability
of their chances of success, especially in terms of social mobility; and
these in turn depend on the reception they anticipate from members
of the majority and other racial/ethnic groups. Consequently, our the-
ory emphasizes the institutional mechanisms that ensure predictabil-
ity and thus the role of the state in maintaining an institutional envi-
ronment in which the civil rights of minorities are safeguarded and
barriers to entry imposed by racism have been lowered (albeit not
eliminated). While the cost of discrimination has been increased for
workplaces and public organizations by these formal mechanisms,
cultural changes have reduced informal racism in the private domain
of personal relationships and in choice of residential neighborhoods.
In making these statements, we do not wish to be misunderstood as
claiming that institutional and informal racism have all but disap-
peared; the systematic data about persisting residential segregation
are sufficient to dispel such chimeras.7 We also acknowledge that the
changes have been more effective in reducing the costs of racism for
some groups, such as Asians, than for African Americans and others
with visible African ancestry. Nevertheless, we believe that the theo-
retical alternatives to assimilation have not factored into their
schemas the enormous institutional and cultural changes that have
taken place between the first half of the twentieth century and the be-
ginning of the twenty-first.

In the not so distant American past, the rights of membership in
civil society were limited to people of European ancestry, as reflected
in the laws governing immigration, citizenship, marriage, housing,
education, and property, which were aimed at excluding nonwhites
from civil society. Even access to many public facilities, from public
beaches to partitioned areas of theaters, was denied to racial minori-
ties. These formal rules of racial separatism were buttressed by the in-
formal constraints—the customs, conventions, norms, and etiquette
of race relations—which in combination effectively barred nonwhites
from assimilation into the mainstream society. Exclusionary rules
were justified by the ideology of manifest destiny and white suprem-

278 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



acy, which were perceived to be threatened by racial minorities at
home as well as by the flood of unwelcome immigrants from outside
the traditional sources of northern and western Europe. Early in the
twentieth century, the view of the United States as a threatened Anglo-
American nation was widespread, as reflected in the influential movie
The Birth of a Nation (1915), which sympathetically depicts the rise
of the Ku Klux Klan and the events leading to the Jim Crow era in the
South. Around this same time, the immigration acts of 1917 and 1924
were passed, ending immigration from Asia and imposing national
origins quotas to restrict immigration from southern and eastern Eu-
rope.

The post–World War II institutional and cultural changes should be
assessed not only by the standard of racial equality, which has not yet
been achieved, but also from the vantage point of the early twentieth
century. The aim of civil rights legislation was to confer on nonwhites
equal rights of membership in civil society. Similarly, the change in
immigration policy brought about by the enactment of the 1965 im-
migration law ended the national quota system and opened legal im-
migration to non-Europeans on an equal footing. These legislative re-
forms have brought about a watershed change in the formal rules
regulating entry into the American mainstream for native-born mi-
norities and immigrants. From schooling to the workplace, govern-
ment has sought to impose costs to discrimination through institu-
tional mechanisms of monitoring and enforcement of formal rules
that outlaw discrimination by race or gender. To be sure, persistent
opposition by whites to specific programs such as school busing and
affirmative action has been effective in limiting the impact of civil
rights–era legislation. Nonetheless, the broad support for the core
idea of outlawing racial discrimination has fundamentally altered the
institutional environment. The integration of the American armed
forces provides a dramatic example of just how effective federal regu-
latory interventions can be in remaking the racial boundaries of a
mainstream organization that as recently as World War II fought
in segregated units.8 Similarly, the integration of elite educational
institutions, from the New England boarding schools to leading uni-
versities and major U.S. corporations, though still in progress and vul-
nerable to reversals, nonetheless demonstrates the scope of insti-
tutional change since the early 1960s.

Concomitant with the changes in formal rules has been a subtle
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though profound set of changes in the attitudes of Americans toward
ethnicity, race, and visible difference. This has been reflected above all
in a growing, if still incomplete, acceptance of racial and ethnic inclu-
sion as a social value—of social groupings that are diverse in terms of
the origins of their members—and an increased tolerance of visible
cultural difference (e.g., Sikh turbans). Tolerance in matters such as
dress and food preferences makes it easier for members of previously
excluded ethnic and racial groups to enter the mainstream, for it low-
ers the personal costs of doing so if they are not required to repudi-
ate all signs of their own cultural distinctiveness. The valorization of
inclusion has been sufficient to produce public and private policies
intended to foster it within the framework of equality under the law.
Although there is controversy as to whether preferential treatment
through affirmative action is fair to European and Asian Americans,
diversity as a social value has gained support in many sectors of the
American mainstream. This cultural change is contributing to an in-
cremental remolding of that mainstream. While the data on residen-
tial segregation demonstrate the persistence of institutional and infor-
mal racism, those on the changes in the residential environments of
whites reveal the breadth of the tolerance for diversity: according to
the data from the 2000 census, the average white now lives in a neigh-
borhood where 20 percent of the residents are nonwhite or Hispanic.9

The percentage of minorities has almost doubled since the early
1980s, and we infer from this change that few whites can entirely es-
cape racial diversity in their immediate environment.

It is not a paradox, at least not a sociological one, that many non-
whites and Hispanics live in segregated communities, isolated from
the mainstream, while many others are integrated into neighborhoods
where numerous European Americans live as well. Yet from a con-
temporary standpoint, these changes may seem modest and imper-
fectly achieved. Episodes of exclusion and intolerance are not hard to
find. It should be remembered, however, that the contemporary atti-
tudes not only are quite different from those that prevailed a century
ago, at a previous crest of immigration, but also are different from
those in many other immigration societies. France, for example, sees
itself as an assimilationist nation, tracing this stance to the heritage of
the French Revolution and to the expansionist and radically egali-
tarian view of citizenship associated with it. Today, most French ob-
servers see the integration of immigrants and their descendants as
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unfolding according to the “Republican” model, whose foundational
principles include the notions that all French citizens have equal rights
and that the state should not make any distinctions among them
based on ethnic origins.10 Members of immigrant groups who fully
embrace French culture will be accepted as French regardless of their
origins. Some French social scientists have claimed a superiority for
the French over the American style of assimilation on the grounds
that French society is willing to assimilate individuals without regard
for racial difference; others deride the United States as a “multicul-
tural” society that has abandoned its assimilation model by giving
recognition to racial and ethnic difference.11 But the Republican
model allows less tolerance of visible cultural difference, both because
of the high value placed on French culture and because cultural differ-
ences promote ethnic distinctions. The so-called foulard controversy,
which erupted in 1989 when three Muslim female students who in-
sisted on wearing head scarves to school were expelled, did allow
other voices, claiming a right to be different, to be heard. Yet in 1994,
the French government banned “ostentatious” religious symbols, in-
cluding Muslim head scarves, in public schools, basing its decision in
part on the principle of laïcité in education.12 While this decision was
subsequently rescinded, the result has not been the establishment of
the right to be different. The wearing of head scarves is still contested,
and in many schools Muslim young women wearing foulards are ha-
rassed by teachers acting in the name of laïcité.13

Our theory does not offer a basis for predicting that assimilation
will be the master trend for the descendants of contemporary immi-
gration in the United States, but it highlights the role of the state by
implicating it directly in the institutional mechanisms that ensure rea-
sonably predictable chances of success for the second and third gener-
ations. A question naturally arises: Should the state devise additional,
proactive policies to promote assimilation, such as the English-only
public education system envisioned by opponents of bilingual educa-
tion? While our book is not intended to speak directly to policy ques-
tions, we do not wish to be misunderstood as implicit supporters of
such policies. We do not equate assimilation with Americanization, a
term that is linked to an unsavory history of coercion. We believe that,
in the past, assimilation has advanced most effectively when it has re-
sulted from the choices of the individuals undergoing it, as part of a
strategy intended to improve their own life chances or those of their
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children. (Assimilation, one could say, is something that frequently
enough happens to people while they are making other plans.) Coer-
cive assimilation, which can be seen in the state- and elite-led policies
of the early twentieth century, which disparaged immigrant cultures
and attempted “pressure-cooker” acculturation, is not usually very
effective because it stimulates active resistance in its subjects.14 More-
over, it has led to egregious violations of minority rights everywhere it
has been attempted. If we are to break with the dispassionate tone
we have striven to attain throughout our analysis, it would be to say
that minority individuals and families have a right to attempt to pre-
serve their cultural distinctiveness if they so wish. If they are to make
choices that, wittingly or unwittingly, promote their assimilation, let
them do so because they believe their choices to be in their own best
interest.

Remaking the Mainstream

Assimilation has reshaped the American mainstream in the past, and
it will do so again, culturally, institutionally, and demographically.
The cultural reshaping of the mainstream that we see as resulting
from immigration is not accurately conveyed by the metaphor of the
melting pot, which implies that change is largely a process of fusing el-
ements from different cultures into a new, unitary culture. Certainly,
there are such syncretisms in American culture, but much cultural
change appears to occur as the mainstream expands to accommodate
cultural alternatives, usually after they have been “Americanized” to
some extent, by shedding their more exotic aspects.

Change of this sort is very visible in the arena of religion. It was not
so long ago that mainstream Americans defined the United States as a
white, Protestant nation. In the early twentieth century the arrival of
large numbers of eastern and southern European Catholics and Jews
generated intense xenophobia among native whites. Today, in a re-
flection of our contemporary understanding of the differences that
matter, the dimensions of this past difference are described as pre-
dominantly ethnic and even racial, but to nativist observers at the
time, the religious distinctions were as salient as the ethnic/racial
ones. Judaism and Catholicism, the latter perhaps to a lesser extent
since it is a Christian religion, were seen as incompatible with main-
stream institutions and culture. The Protestant zealotry of the Ku
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Klux Klan, which reached the zenith of its membership and its influ-
ence on the national scene during the 1920s, marks only the extreme
end of a spectrum of anti-Jewish, anti-Catholic attitudes.

Yet over time, these religions have become part of the American
mainstream. Contemporary opponents of multiculturalism, in up-
holding the value of Western civilization, refer to “our” Judaeo-
Christian heritage. The religions as practiced here certainly changed
during the course of this incorporation into the mainstream: for in-
stance, non-Orthodox forms of Judaism, including Reform Judaism,
with its muted religious services and commitments, found wide accep-
tance in the United States, and what had been a minor holiday in the
Jewish calendar, Hanukkah, was elevated in status to provide Jewish
children with an equivalent to Christmas. American Catholics have
become known within their worldwide church for combining a high
level of religious observance with individualistic dissent from some
Catholic teachings, such as those on birth control.15 But the main-
stream changed as well, as its boundary moved to include these alter-
native models of religious belief and practice.

One consequence has been to ease marriage across religious lines,
as the social and cultural distances among the three “charter” reli-
gions have shrunk; this has been especially noticeable for Jews, whose
rate of marriage with Christians rose from less than 10 percent to
50 percent or more in the decades between 1960 and 1990. This in-
termarriage cannot be understood simply as an assimilation of the
Anglo-conformity type, a passing of minority individuals into the reli-
gion of the dominant group. About a third of Jewish-Christian cou-
ples participate in Jewish congregations and raise their children as
Jews, while others join Christian churches or create a nondenomina-
tional family culture. An entire literature has arisen to counsel such
intermarried couples.16 It appears that, for the most part, those who
affiliate with Judaism do not locate themselves at the more devout end
of the religious spectrum, and their family cultures typically include
some Christian elements, such as Christmas celebrations.17 No doubt,
many of those who have adopted a Christian religious identity also
participate in some Jewish rituals, such as Passover seders at the in-
laws’, since these are, after all, family occasions as much as religious
ones. In effect, the once sharp religious boundary has been blurred, in
the sense that rituals from both traditions are practiced.

What is especially telling is that, in a society that once defined itself
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as Christian, even Protestant, and evinced substantial anti-Semitism,
Christian and Jewish families accept that their sons and daughters
marry across a historical religious chasm and raise their children in
the other religion. This can occur on a large scale only if the chasm
has been filled in. And it even appears to be linked to a revision of
what often seems, in the common sense about race and ethnicity, to be
the most immutable: the perception of physical difference. The social
divide between Jews and Christians was “naturalized” in the early
twentieth century by widespread perceptions of Jewish physical dis-
tinctiveness, epitomized by the “Jewish” nose.18 But as we noted in
Chapter 3, the decline in the frequency of rhinoplasty, intended to
give Jews a less ethnic appearance, at the very moment when Jewish-
Christian marriages are soaring in number suggests that the main-
stream standards of physiognomic attractiveness have expanded.
Standards of beauty are not immune to the changes in the mainstream
resulting from assimilation.

Our conception of the mainstream emphasizes institutional struc-
tures and organizations regulated by formal rules. Rules that outlaw
racial discrimination and extend civil rights to all racial groups have
lowered the barriers to entry into the mainstream for nonwhites. So
long as the current ensemble of rules on racial equality remain in force
and are monitored and enforced, we can expect the trend toward in-
clusion of ethnic and racial minorities in the American mainstream to
continue. The reshaping of the mainstream also involves the inclusion
of what are initially defined as minority ethnic and racial groups, or at
least some parts of them. Through assimilation, the mainstream has
become diverse in the ethnic origins of those who participate in it; and
the ethnic majority group, which dominates the mainstream popula-
tion, has been reconstituted. We predict that these processes will con-
tinue. But will demographic change conform to the blending pro-
cesses already well advanced in the institutional and organizational
mainstream?

One of the commonplaces about the American future is that its ra-
cial and ethnic landscape will be radically transformed from that of
the present. According to widely cited population projections, if im-
migration continues at its current pace into the middle of the century,
then the majoritarian status of the white mainstream will be in jeop-
ardy—at least numerically—as African Americans, Asians, Latinos,
and Native Americans will constitute nearly half the population.19
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This projected demographic change is often stated even more dramat-
ically in common discourse; for instance, in a 1997 speech, President
Clinton claimed that, by 2050, there will be “no majority race” in
the United States, a statement that overlooks the fact that half of His-
panics, the largest minority group according to the projections, view
themselves as racially white. Another common exaggeration involves
a telescoping of the shift into the imminent future; even so usually as-
tute an observer as Gary Wills fell into this trap when he wrote in
1998: “The explosion of ethnic diversity guarantees that affirmative
action of some sort will be needed so that everyone feels a stake in a
country that is literally changing complexion every day: whites will
be a minority by early in the next [twenty-first] century. What does
that imply about the education, cultural heritage, and social values of
a community also undergoing technological changes of a dizzying
sort?”20 The projected changes are viewed by many commentators as
implying the potential for revolutionary changes in the relationship
between majority and minority Americans, including a decline of, or
even an end to, the cultural and social dominance of a majority group
and a flowering of multiculturalism.

We believe that this population scenario and, even more, the impli-
cations drawn from it are likely to be undermined by assimilation.
The projections presume a continuing compartmentalization of the
American population into mutually exclusive groups separated by un-
ambiguously marked boundaries. As we have emphasized through-
out the previous chapters, the boundaries separating early-twentieth-
century immigrant groups, such as eastern European Jews, southern
Italians, and East Asians, from Anglo-Americans seemed at the time
insurmountable, anchored in quasi-racial, as well as religious, dis-
tinctions. The same could be said of the mid-nineteenth-century im-
migration of Irish Catholics, who were commonly caricatured with
simian-like features. Today, the racial edge to the perception of ethnic
differences among whites has disappeared; and those still perceived as
nonwhite, such as the descendants of the earlier East Asian immigra-
tion, have nonetheless assimilated to a large degree.

Perhaps the single most important conclusion to take from the so-
cial assimilation of European and Asians descended from the nine-
teenth- and early-twentieth-century immigration is that racial/ethnic
boundaries can blur, stretch, and move, as the current emphasis on
the social construction of race implies.21 Indeed, were it not for the
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fluidity of boundaries, there might be no racial/ethnic numerical
majority in the United States today. Only between a quarter and a
third of the population can trace some ancestry to Protestants from
the British Isles, the former “majority” group.22 Thus, were the eth-
nic definition of the majority group limited to the original Anglo-
American core, it would already have become a minority of the pop-
ulation; only because of past assimilation can one say that an eth-
nic majority, in all senses of that term, exists in the United States to-
day.

What does this suggest about the new immigrant groups? Might
boundaries between ethnically and racially defined social groups
change again? Of course they might, and it seems a safe bet that they
will to some degree. Where changes will take place and what their na-
ture will be are the key questions, impossible to answer definitively
at present. Nevertheless, important clues to assimilatory boundary
change are found in the evidence described in Chapter 6 of narrowing
social distances between new immigrant minorities and the European
American majority. Such narrowings are a two-sided process: mem-
bers of the minority must seek entry into social contexts occupied by
the majority group; and members of the majority must find their entry
acceptable. Will the narrowing of social distance lead to boundary
blurring, implying some decline in the salience of racial/ethnic bound-
aries, or to boundary shifting, which might bring the new groups, or
at least large portions of them, into the mainstream society? Or will
assimilation be limited to boundary crossing?23

That there is and will continue to be some boundary crossing—into
the dominant group—is beyond question. Boundary crossing con-
forms to the most conventional definition of assimilation: individuals
and sometimes subgroups “melt” into mainstream institutional struc-
tures and organizations, becoming fully a part of them, except per-
haps for some symbolic form of identification with their ethnic origin.
When this happens, their origins become to a large extent socially
“invisible.” Even the individuals themselves may have only sketchy
knowledge of this aspect of their background. Changes in the main-
stream, such as cultural incorporations, may facilitate the process of
social incorporation by reducing perceptions of individuals’ cultural
and social distance from the dominant group. Of course, individual-
level assimilation will not be spread uniformly among the new immi-
grants and their descendants. Boundary crossing into the dominant
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group will depend on forms of immigrant capital, racial appearance,
and geographic location, among other factors. But boundary crossing
will not by itself produce any fundamental revision in the racial/ethnic
system of the United States. Rather, the “white” portion of the popu-
lation will be augmented, as, for example, many South Americans of
European ancestry or the offspring of Asian-white marriages live and
work in mainstream milieus, blended in such a way that their origins
are rarely salient.24

Boundary blurring occurs when an intermediate zone opens up be-
tween two racial/ethnic populations: the ethnic origins of individuals
in the zone have not become invisible to those on either side of it, but
the social and cultural distances separating them from either group
have been reduced. Consequently, even though origins remain visible,
as would, say, those of a Vietnamese American living in a largely
white suburb, they are not perceived by others to be especially rele-
vant for most interactions, which take place in an unself-conscious
manner.

Boundary blurring can be brought on by the expansion of the main-
stream culture to include elements of the minority cultures, a process
that, we have argued, has happened throughout the history of U.S. as-
similation, for this kind of cultural incorporation reduces the appar-
ent differences between the two sides. Boundary blurring also occurs
as a consequence of intermarriage and the racial and ethnic mixing
that results from it. The assimilation of the descendants of earlier Chi-
nese and Japanese immigrants demonstrates that racial perceptions
do not inevitably correlate with impenetrable social boundaries. That
nearly two-thirds of the young children of Japanese Americans also
have some other ancestry—generally from a European ethnic origin—
testifies to the extent to which once salient racial boundaries can be-
come blurred.25 And as boundary blurring occurs through mixed
ancestry, racial/ethnic difference becomes more continuous and less
sharply differentiated; eventually, perception—a highly social phe-
nomenon, in any event—is affected, and physical differences can be
seen more as individual characteristics and less as group markers.26

The increasing social recognition being given to racially mixed ances-
try, which led the Census Bureau to allow individuals to place them-
selves in more than one racial category starting with the 2000 census,
suggests its growing importance. Mixtures spanning the main racial/
ethnic divides of U.S. society, whose precise geometry has been de-
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scribed as a “racial-ethnic pentagon,”27 are likely to gradually break
down the neatness of the racial/ethnic compartmentalizations.

Assimilation will alter the racial/ethnic contours of American soci-
ety, we predict, at a minimum augmenting the majority group by
boundary crossing and expanding the mainstream by blurring the
boundaries between the majority and the groups being fed by contem-
porary immigration. (We assume that boundaries will also be blurred
between some of these groups as well.) Will the majority group of the
United States then continue to be viewed as constituted by the white,
European-ancestry population? We are not certain of the answer. It is
conceivable that it will no longer be equated with white America as
individuals who are visibly nonwhite are increasingly incorporated
into the families and other intimate social milieus of whites, though
we are not able to predict an alternative social definition. Even so, the
“summit” positions of the society—its political leadership, for in-
stance—are likely to remain in the hands of whites for a long time, de-
spite their decreasing share of the population; and this could slow a
redefinition of the nation’s dominant group. (It is remarkable that
Protestant whites whose ancestry stems from the British Isles still
dominate the presidency, and this fact demonstrates the power of
what are, in ordinary circumstances, minor ethnic distinctions—such
as being Greek or Italian American—for attaining the most elite sta-
tus.)

There is, however, one scenario that seems highly implausible to us.
Until now, assimilation has meant the expansion of the racial major-
ity to include previously disparaged groups, such as the “swarthy”
southern Italians. It has not altered the racial character of that divide
because the inclusion of these groups occurred by their being rede-
fined as fully “white.” But this sort of boundary shift seems ruled out
by two factors: it will presumably not be possible to redefine as
“white” individuals who are visibly nonwhite, such as most Asians;
and many assimilating second- and third-generation individuals will
be from ethnic origins that remain prominent in the social landscape,
continually revitalized by new immigrant inflows. Thus, a redefini-
tion of the racial status of an entire group seems quite unlikely. Con-
sequently, the type of radical boundary shifts that would bring all or
a substantial portion of the new groups into the majority, the type
we now view as an outcome of European immigration, seems highly
doubtful; the wholesale “whitening” undergone by the European
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groups may be ultimately tied to singular historical contingencies,
such as the four-decade hiatus in mass immigration that began in the
mid-1920s. The nature of boundary alteration, then, seems likely to
be a key difference between the present era and past ones. By the same
token, assimilation is not likely to require that non-Europeans come
to view themselves as “whites,” a criticism of the concept that one of-
ten hears. In this respect, multiculturalism may already be preparing
the way for a redefinition of the nature of the American social major-
ity, one that accepts a majority that is racially diverse.

A second issue concerns the ultimate significance of assimilation for
racial and ethnic stratification. One idealistic, normatively tinged con-
ception of assimilation that Americans have inherited from the past
envisions an end to the ethnic inequalities that are still so salient; this
was the dreamy prophecy of Israel Zangwill’s early-twentieth-century
play The Melting Pot, which helped to popularize the metaphor. But
we are certain that racial and ethnic stratification is still going to have
a powerful role in shaping the society of the future. In this respect, the
alternative patterns of incorporation have validity. In particular, the
segmented assimilation notion that one form of incorporation will
move individuals into a disadvantaged minority status is part of the
reality of the future. This is especially likely for individuals with com-
binations of family background features—low levels of parental hu-
man capital, certain racial appearances by North American stan-
dards, and illegal status—that make it difficult for them to perceive
realistic opportunities to advance in U.S. society. The pluralist model
indicates that some proportion of each group will remain within the
confines of the ethnic social matrix, though this may turn out to be
most often the case when that choice does not disadvantage them in
socioeconomic terms. But that racial and ethnic groups will continue
to exist on both sides of blurred boundaries we have no doubt, and
they will be associated with disparities in life chances. At the same
time, there will be diversity of incorporation within all groups.

If the compartmentalization among mutually exclusive racial and
ethnic groups begins to dissolve as racial boundaries blur, then the
membership category into which an individual is placed by social per-
ception, and even more its apparent relevance in many social settings,
will depend on more than appearance and ancestry. These will obvi-
ously count, but so too will characteristics that we think of as
achieved rather than ascribed, such as exterior cultural characteris-
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tics, residential location, social class position, and the apparent race/
ethnicity of one’s marriage partner. A provocative way of formulating
what we are suggesting is that the racial/ethnic system of the United
States could begin to resemble in certain respects those of Latin Amer-
ica. Race/ethnicity will lose some of its clear-cut, categorical char-
acter; it will become more like a spectrum on which an individual’s
location will be determined by a number of social and physical char-
acteristics and may shift from one social setting to another. We take
no position as to whether such a development should be viewed as an
improvement over the historical rigidities of the U.S. race system,
epitomized by the infamous “one-drop” rule for determining mem-
bership in the black group. As we have noted, there will still be a ra-
cial and ethnic stratification system, and placement within it will mat-
ter for the life chances of individuals; this is true of race in Latin
America as well, though some Latin societies, such as Brazil, compare
their systems favorably to that of the United States.28

How will the changes we envision affect the social meaning of race
for African Americans, who have suffered grievously from white
Americans’ binary vision of race? The changes could lead ultimately
to a broad decline in the significance of racial/ethnic boundaries, and
this could finally soften the hitherto hard-and-fast character of the
black-white divide. A continuing increase in the size of the African
American middle class and in the frequency of black-white marriage,
both of which have grown since the 1960s, coupled with the demands
of the children of these marriages for social recognition of their multi-
racial ancestry, could also contribute to the blurring of America’s
most salient and hitherto indestructible racial divide.

But a more pessimistic scenario is also plausible. As many descen-
dants of new immigrant groups come to be included in the main-
stream, the nature of the distinction between blacks and the majority
could simply change without losing its social salience or its import for
the distribution of social goods and statuses: instead of a division be-
tween blacks and whites, the fundamental social chasm would evolve
into a distinction between blacks, a category that could expand to
include Afro-Caribbeans and dark-skinned Hispanics, and everyone
else. Herbert Gans has speculated along these lines, arguing that the
basic distinction between “nonblacks” and blacks could be supple-
mented by a “residual” category “for the groups that do not, or do
not yet, fit into the basic dualism.”29 Playing into such a scenario
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could be new social mythologies, already at hand, about basic similar-
ities in the characteristics of “hardworking” immigrant groups, wher-
ever they come from, in contrast to other, especially native, minori-
ties. This sort of scenario is supported by the strenuous efforts made
by past immigrant minorities to distinguish themselves from blacks
and advance their candidacy for membership in the white majority,
suggesting that assimilation by contemporary second and third gener-
ations could also depend on the existence of a pariah racial group to
mark the status of “other.”30 It also relies on the evidence that black
social mobility cannot be equated with acceptance in the mainstream,
that middle-class blacks continue to suffer frequent stings of discrimi-
nation from racist whites.31

From the standpoint of the present, there is no definitive way to
know which of these scenarios will prevail. Yet it seems likely that ele-
ments of both scenarios will play a part in America’s future. The insti-
tutional and cultural changes we experienced as a society starting
with the civil rights–era legislation have long-term consequences for
the cumulative causation of progressive inclusion of ethnic and ra-
cial minorities in the American mainstream. Mainstream institutional
structures and organizations are clearly more diverse in their ethnic
and racial representation than in any previous period of American
history. Racial stratification will continue to prove potent: there will
be a black group for the foreseeable future, and membership in it will
continue to be associated with disadvantages and discrimination. But
the boundaries between blacks and other groups, including whites,
are likely to blur because of black social mobility into core institu-
tional structures and organizations. Immigration could prove a criti-
cal lever in this process because Afro-Caribbean immigrants may be
more able to pierce the racial boundary: more willing to enter as racial
pioneers into white-dominated social settings and more likely to find
acceptance there.32 The more black Americans appear in the main-
stream—work in middle-class jobs alongside whites and participate in
core institutional structures—and take part in social life in integrated
neighborhoods and intermarry with whites, the more whites’ assump-
tions about the social meanings attached to skin color will be eroded.

Yet assimilation is not a panacea for America’s racism. In this area
especially, we are wary of the normative aspects of assimilation the-
ory interfering with a clear-eyed assessment of prospects for change.
Assimilation theory has long been snagged on utopian concepts of
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America’s singular mission in the world; this strand of thought is visi-
ble in the earliest writings about the “melting pot,” the letters of the
eighteenth-century French American farmer J. Hector St. John Crève-
coeur, and continues through Israel Zangwill’s famous early-twenti-
eth-century play. At the utopian extreme, the expectation has been
that assimilation would ultimately take care of invidious racial dis-
tinctions, but there is no evidence that this has happened to the black-
white divide. Of course, one could make the same point about the
multiculturalism associated with demographic projections of the
growth of nonwhite populations relative to the white majority. It sug-
gests that demography will ultimately undo the hegemony of the
white racial majority, as in California, and produce a society in which
racial origins increasingly count for less. Neither utopian vision has
much chance of coming to pass. Assimilation, even if it expands to
embrace non-Europeans, is unlikely to dissolve racial distinctions en-
tirely in the United States and to end the inequalities rooted in them.
Assimilation, then, provides no reason to end the struggle against the
power of racism.

292 • Remaking the American Mainstream

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Notes

Index

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



NOTES

1 Rethinking Assimilation

1. Nathan Glazer, “Is Assimilation Dead?” Annals 530 (November 1993):
123.

2. For example, Molefe Keti Asante, “The Afrocentric Idea,” Journal of Negro
Education 60 (Spring 1991): 170–180.

3. L. Paul Metzger, “American Sociology and Black Assimilation: Conflicting
Perspectives,” American Journal of Sociology 76 (January 1972): 627–647.
See also Robert Blauner, Racial Oppression in America (New York: Harper
& Row, 1972); Nathan Glazer, We Are All Multiculturalists Now (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997); Stanford Lyman, The Black
American in Sociological Thought: A Failure of Perspective (New York:
Capricorn, 1973); James McKee, Sociology and the Race Problem: The
Failure of a Perspective (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993).

4. W. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole, The Social Systems of American Ethnic
Groups (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1945), pp. 295–296.

5. Ibid., p. 285.
6. Ibid., p. 292.
7. Blauner, Racial Oppression; Metzger, “American Sociology”; Stephen

Steinberg, Turning Back: The Retreat from Racial Justice in American
Thought and Policy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995).

8. Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem in Modern
Democracy (New York: Harper & Row, 1944), p. 929.

9. Milton Gordon, Assimilation in American Life (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1964), p. 72.

10. Ibid., pp. 111–112.
11. Ibid., pp. 109–110.

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



12. J. L. Dillard, Toward a Social History of American English (Berlin: Mou-
ton, 1985).

13. Alejandro Portes and Rubén Rumbaut, Immigrant America: A Portrait,
2d ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), chap. 6; Alejandro
Portes and Robert Bach, Latin Journey: Cuban and Mexican Immigrants
in the United States (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985);
Alejandro Portes and Robert Manning, “The Immigrant Enclave: Theory
and Empirical Examples,” in Susan Olzak and Joane Nagel, eds., Com-
petitive Ethnic Relations (New York: Academic Press, 1986), pp. 47–68;
Min Zhou and Carl Bankston, Growing Up American: How Vietnamese
Children Adapt to Life in the United States (New York: Russell Sage Foun-
dation, 1998).

14. Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch, and Cristina Blanc-Szanton, “From Immi-
grant to Transmigrant: Theorizing Transnational Migration,” Anthropo-
logical Quarterly 68 (January 1995): 48–63; Michael Jones-Correa, Be-
tween Two Nations: The Political Predicament of Latinos in New York City
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998); Robert Smith, “Transnational Lo-
calities: Community, Technology, and the Politics of Membership within the
Context of Mexico-U.S. Migration,” Comparative Urban and Community
Research 6 (1998): 196–238. For a critical assessment, see Nancy Foner,
“What’s New about Transnationalism? New York Immigrants Today and
at the Turn of the Century,” Diaspora 6, no. 3 (1997): 355–375.

15. Portes and Rumbaut, Immigrant America; Portes and Bach, Latin Journey;
Portes and Manning, “Immigrant Enclave”; Zhou and Bankston, Growing
Up American. See also Alejandro Portes and Rubén Rumbaut, Legacies:
The Story of the Immigrant Second Generation (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2001); and Min Zhou and Carl Bankston, “Social Capital
and the Adaptation of the Second Generation: The Case of Vietnamese
Youth in New Orleans,” International Migration Review 28 (Winter 1994):
821–845.

16. Sarah Mahler, American Dreaming: Immigrant Life on the Margins (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Jose Itzigsohn, Developing Poverty:
The State, Labor Market Deregulation, and the Informal Economy in
Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2000).

17. Alejandro Portes and Min Zhou, “The New Second Generation: Segmented
Assimilation and Its Variants,” Annals 530 (November 1993); see also Her-
bert Gans, “Second Generation Decline: Scenarios for the Economic and
Ethnic Futures of Post-1965 American Immigrants,” Ethnic and Racial
Studies 15 (April 1992): 173–192.

18. Philip Kasinitz, “Invisible No More? West Indian Americans in the Social
Scientific Imagination,” in Nancy Foner, ed., Islands in the City: West In-
dian Migration to New York (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2001), pp. 257–275. The distinctiveness of later-generation West Indians

296 • Notes to Pages 1–8

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



within the African American population is a matter of some uncertainty; see
Matthijs Kalmijn, “The Socioeconomic Assimilation of Caribbean Ameri-
can Blacks,” Social Forces 74 (March 1996): 910–930; and Suzanne Model
and Gene Fisher, “Black-White Unions: West Indians and African Ameri-
cans Compared,” Demography 38 (May 2001): 177–185.

19. Kathryn Neckerman, Prudence Carter, and Jennifer Lee, “Segmented As-
similation and Minority Cultures of Mobility,” Ethnic and Racial Studies
22 (1999): 945–965.

20. One sophisticated analysis estimates that, in the late 1980s, the underclass
accounted for less than 10 percent of adult black men. Christopher Jencks,
Rethinking Social Policy: Race, Poverty, and the Underclass (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 143–203.

21. Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life
of the Inner City (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000).

22. Jencks, Rethinking Social Policy; Orlando Patterson, The Ordeal of Inte-
gration: Progress and Resentment in America’s “Racial” Crisis (New York:
Basic Books, 1998).

23. Neckerman, Carter, and Lee, “Segmented Assimilation.”
24. Mary Waters, Black Identities: West Indian Immigrant Dreams and Ameri-

can Realities (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999).
25. Todd Purdum, “California Census Confirms Whites Are in Minority,” New

York Times, March 30, 2001, p. A1.
26. We are grateful for Orlando Patterson’s reminder on this point. It should be

noted in this context that we use the terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” as syn-
onyms. We do not wish to choose sides in the sometimes fierce debate over
which term is more appropriate. See Himilce Novas, Everything You Need
to Know about Latino History (New York: Plume, 1998), pp. 2–4.

27. Robert Ezra Park, “Assimilation, Social,” in Edwin Seligman and Alvin
Johnson, eds., Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New York: Macmillan,
1930), p. 281.

28. Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action: A Study in Social Theory
with Special Reference to a Group of Recent European Writers (1937; re-
print, New York: Free Press, 1968); Talcott Parsons and Neil Smelser, Econ-
omy and Society: A Study in the Integration of Economic and Social Theory
(Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1956); Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and So-
cial Structure (1948; reprint, New York: Free Press, 1968).

29. We are not alone in the attempt to rethink assimilation; see, for instance,
Elliot Barkan, “Race, Religion, and Nationality in American Society: A
Model of Ethnicity—From Contact to Assimilation,” Journal of American
Ethnic History 14 (Winter 1995): 38–101; Rogers Brubaker, “The Return
of Assimilation? Changing Perspectives on Immigration and Its Sequels in
France, Germany, and the United States,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 24
(July 2001): 531–548; Russell Kazal, “Revisiting Assimilation: The Rise,
Fall, and Reappraisal of a Concept in American Ethnic History,” American

Notes to Pages 8–10 • 297

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Historical Review 100 (April 1995): 437–472; Ewa Morawska, “In De-
fense of the Assimilation Model,” Journal of American Ethnic History 13
(Winter 1994): 76–87; Peter Salins, Assimilation American Style (New
York: Basic Books, 1997).

30. This conception of ethnicity is rooted in a classical literature that starts with
the German sociologist Max Weber (see Weber’s Economy and Society
[New York: Bedminster Press, 1968], 1:389) and continues through the
Scandinavian anthropologist Frederik Barth (see his introduction in
Frederik Barth, ed., Ethnic Groups and Boundaries [Boston: Little, Brown,
1969], pp. 9–38). It is highly consonant with the social construction ap-
proach that dominates the contemporary literature (see Joane Nagel, “Con-
structing Ethnicity: Creating and Recreating Ethnic Identity and Culture,”
Social Problems 41 [February 1994]: 101–126). To define ethnicity pre-
cisely, all one need do is distinguish it from other kinds of social group
boundary situations. We find that Weber’s emphasis on the subjective belief
in shared ancestry, that is, in the perception of common roots, is the most
useful way of distinguishing ethnic situations. Following Weber and others,
we view race as a particular kind of ethnicity, one in which physical charac-
teristics play a central role in social perceptions of group membership. We
acknowledge that the definitional relationship between ethnicity and race is
a matter of dispute in the literature. The more common approach is to view
these phenomena as related but distinct—to treat ethnicity as a matter of
groups socially defined by cultural criteria and race as one of groups defined
by physical ones. This is the standard textbook approach. A difficulty, how-
ever, is that the distinction in these definitions is not as clear as it seems be-
cause many ethnic and racial groups involve both criteria, albeit in highly
varying proportions (see, e.g., Mary Waters, Ethnic Options: Choosing
Identities in America [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990]). For
an approach compatible with our own, see Roger Waldinger and Mehdi
Bozorgmehr, “The Making of a Multicultural Metropolis,” in Roger
Waldinger and Mehdi Bozorgmehr, eds., Ethnic Los Angeles (New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 1996), p. 30, where they state that “race is a spe-
cial case of the broader ethnic phenomenon, in which the degree of separa-
tion from others is mainly, if not entirely, imposed by outsiders.” For a dif-
ferent view, see Stephen Cornell and Douglas Hartmann, Ethnicity and
Race: Making Identities in a Changing World (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Pine
Forge, 1998), chap. 2. The reader should be aware that, in this book, re-
marks about ethnicity are intended to apply to race as well, though we
sometimes refer to “ethnicity and race” to underscore this scope. When we
refer to race alone, however, the scope is narrowed to those ethnic groups
that are identifiable primarily by phenotypic criteria.

31. To be rigorous, we must also add a specification that distinguishes this pool
from others that could be argued to exist in American society, such as a pos-
sible black American melting pot. The mainstream overlaps with the soci-

298 • Notes to Pages 10–12

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



ety’s ethnic majority; it also contains numerous individuals who, because
they are Hispanic or nonwhite, would not normally be considered part of
the ethnic majority.

32. Kathleen Neils Conzen, “Germans,” in Stephan Thernstrom, Ann Orlov,
and Oscar Handlin, eds., Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic
Groups (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), p. 425.

33. James Barrett and David Roediger, “In Between Peoples: Race, Nationality,
and the ‘New Immigrant’ Working Class,” Journal of American Ethnic His-
tory 16 (Spring 1997): 3–44. This article is part of the enormous “white-
ness” literature which has sprung up since the early 1990s. For a couple of
its core statements, see Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New
York: Routledge, 1995); and Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Dif-
ferent Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998).

34. See Walter Powell and Paul DiMaggio, eds., The New Institutionalism
in Organizational Analysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991);
Mary Brinton and Victor Nee, eds., The New Institutionalism in Sociology
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1998).

35. Victor Nee, “Sources of the New Institutionalism,” in Brinton and Nee,
New Institutionalism, pp. 1–16; Victor Nee and Paul Ingram, “Embedded-
ness and Beyond: Institutions, Exchange, and Social Structure,” ibid.,
pp. 19–45.

36. For discussion of the concept of opportunity structure, see Merton, Social
Theory.

37. See David Grusky and Robert Hauser, “Comparative Social Mobility
Revisited: Models of Convergence and Divergence in Sixteen Countries,”
in David Grusky, ed., Social Stratification: Class, Race, and Gender in
Sociological Perspective (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1994), pp. 275–
288.

2. Assimilation Theory, Old and New

1. Quoted by David Heer, Immigration in America’s Future: Social Science
Findings and the Policy Debate (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1996),
p. 12.

2. Milton Gordon, Assimilation in American Life: The Role of Race, Religion,
and National Origins (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), pp. 88–
114.

3. Ibid., p. 116.
4. Ibid., p. 117.
5. James McKee, Sociology and the Race Problem: The Failure of a Perspec-

tive (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993).
6. Robert Faris, Chicago Sociology: 1920–1932 (Chicago: University of Chi-

cago Press, 1970).

Notes to Pages 12–19 • 299

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



7. Stephen Steinberg, The Ethnic Myth: Race, Ethnicity, and Class in America
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), p. 47.

8. Robert Ezra Park and Ernest W. Burgess, Introduction to the Science of So-
ciology (1921; reprint, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), p. 735.

9. Robert Ezra Park, “Assimilation, Social,” in Edwin Seligman and Alvin
Johnson, eds., Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New York: Macmillan,
1930), p. 281.

10. For contemporary echoes, see David Hollinger, Postethnic America: Be-
yond Multiculturalism (New York: Basic Books, 1995); and Peter Salins,
Assimilation American Style (New York: Basic Books, 1997).

11. Robert Ezra Park, Race and Culture (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1950),
p. 150; see also Elliot Barkan, “Race, Religion, and Nationality in Ameri-
can Society: A Model of Ethnicity—From Contact to Assimilation,” Jour-
nal of American Ethnic History 14 (Winter 1995): 39–40; James Geschwen-
der, Racial Stratification in America (Dubuque, Iowa: Wm. Cr. Brown
Company, 1978), pp. 19–26; Barbara Ballis Lal, The Romance of Culture in
an Urban Civilization: Robert E. Park on Race and Ethnic Relations in
Cities (London: Routledge, 1990), pp. 41–45.

12. Lal, Romance, pp. 41–45.
13. Park, Race, p. 150. Park has been faulted by many later writers for appear-

ing to portray assimilation as an inevitable outcome in multiethnic societies
(e.g., Stanford Lyman, The Black American in Sociological Thought: A Fail-
ure of Perspective [New York: Capricorn, 1973]; John Stone, Racial Con-
flict in Contemporary Society [London: Fontana Press/Collins, 1985]). The
definition cited earlier, however, reveals that Park had a conception of as-
similation that was more limited than the subsequent usage of the term.
Further, more recent scholarship concerning Park’s sociology, such as that
by Lal (Romance), argues that the race relations cycle played but a minor
role in it and that the fame of the idea rests more on the writings of Park’s
students than on his own (see also Everett Hughes, “Preface,” in Park,
Race, p. xi; McKee, Sociology, pp. 109–111).

14. See Donald Young’s introduction to the 1971 reprinting of W. I. Thomas,
Robert E. Park, and Herbert Miller, Old World Traits Transplanted (1921;
reprint, Montclair, N.J.: Patterson Smith, 1971).

15. Ibid., pp. 280–281.
16. Robert Ezra Park, “The Urban Community as a Spatial Pattern and a Moral

Order,” in E. W. Burgess, ed., The Urban Community (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1926), p. 18.

17. Ibid., p. 9.
18. Ernest W. Burgess, “The Growth of the City: An Introduction to a Research

Project,” in R. E. Park, E. W. Burgess, and R. D. McKenzie, eds., The City
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1925), p. 56.

19. Louis Wirth, “The Ghetto,” in On Cities and Social Life (1927; reprint,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), pp. 94, 96–97.

300 • Notes to Pages 19–21

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



20. W. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole, The Social Systems of American Ethnic
Groups (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1945), p. 292.

21. For a recent general review of assimilation concepts, see Barkan, “Race”;
other reviews include Harold Abramson, “Assimilation and Pluralism,” in
Stephan Thernstrom, Ann Orlov, and Oscar Handlin, eds., Harvard Ency-
clopedia of American Ethnic Groups (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1980), pp. 150–160; Philip Gleason, “American Identity and
Americanization,” in Thernstrom, Orlov, and Handlin, Harvard Encyclo-
pedia, pp. 31–58; and Charles Hirschman, “America’s Melting Pot Recon-
sidered,” Annual Review of Sociology 9 (1983): 397–423.

22. At the time, the civil rights movement was in full swing, with northern col-
lege students organizing against entrenched local white opposition to regis-
ter blacks to vote in the South, while Japanese Americans were rebuffed in
their efforts to buy homes in white neighborhoods in California. Gordon
wrote in the introduction to his book (Assimilation, p. 4) that these events
“activate the sense of outrage and concern which leads to investigation, dis-
cussion, and perhaps, sooner or later, to attempts at remedial action.” As he
indicates, a motivating interest of his work on assimilation was to inform
social policy aimed at intervention.

23. This was originally Joshua Fishman’s phrase (see Gordon, Assimilation,
p. 72).

24. Ibid., p. 79.
25. No doubt he would concede, however, that the specific nature of religious

practice and belief might shift to a considerable degree as a result of accul-
turation, as the evidence suggests happened in the case of Judaism and some
ethnic variants of Catholicism. On the southern Italian practice of Catholi-
cism, see Robert Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community
in Italian Harlem, 1880–1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985);
Nicholas John Russo, “Three Generations of Italians in New York City:
Their Religious Acculturation,” in Silvano Tomasi and Madeline Engel,
eds., The Italian Experience in the United States (Staten Island, N.Y.: Cen-
ter for Migration Studies, 1970), pp. 195–209; on Judaism, see Nathan
Glazer, American Judaism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957).

26. Gordon, Assimilation, pp. 80–81.
27. Aage Sorensen, “Theoretical Mechanisms and the Empirical Study of Social

Processes,” in Peter Hedstrom and Richard Swedberg, eds., Social Mecha-
nisms: An Analytical Approach to Social Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), pp. 238–266.

28. Gordon, Assimilation, p. 110.
29. Michael Lind, The Next American Nation: The New Nationalism and the

Fourth American Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1995), p. 8.
30. Gordon, Assimilation, p. 125; Will Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew (New

York: Anchor Books, 1960); Mary Jo Reeves Kennedy, “Single or Triple
Melting Pot? Intermarriage Trends in New Haven, 1870–1940,” American

Notes to Pages 22–26 • 301

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Journal of Sociology 49 (January 1944): 331–339, and “Single or Triple
Melting Pot? Intermarriage in New Haven, 1870–1950,” American Journal
of Sociology 58 (1952): 56–59.

31. Gordon, Assimilation, pp. 127–128.
32. Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Politi-

cal Theory (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000).
33. Gordon, Assimilation, p. 159.
34. Herbert Gans, introduction to Neil Sandberg, Ethnic Identity and Assimila-

tion: The Polish Community (New York: Praeger, 1973); Sandberg, Ethnic
Identity. The concept originates with Warner and Srole, Social Systems.

35. Stanley Lieberson, “Generational Differences among Blacks in the North,”
American Journal of Sociology 79 (November 1973): 550–565.

36. Marcus Hansen, The Problem of the Third Generation Immigrant (Rock Is-
land, Ill.: Augustana Historical Society, 1938); Herberg, Protestant.

37. Needless to say, the generational inevitability of assimilation has been ques-
tioned; indeed, if it were true, any debate over assimilation itself would be
pointless. Critics argue, for example, that ethnicity is not simply imported
by the immigrants but is created partly by conditions and out of materials
in the host society, with the consequence that it may go through periods of
re-creation, if not renaissance. See Kathleen Conzen, David Gerber, Ewa
Morawska, George Pozzetta, and Rudolph Vecoli, “The Invention of Eth-
nicity: A Perspective from the U.S.A.,” Journal of American Ethnic History
12 (Fall 1992): 3–41; Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Be-
yond the Melting Pot: The Negroes, Puerto Ricans, Jews, Italians, and Irish
of New York City (1963; reprint, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1970);
Andrew Greeley, The American Catholic: A Social Portrait (New York: Ba-
sic Books, 1977); William Yancey, Eugene Ericksen, and Richard Juliani,
“Emergent Ethnicity: A Review and a Reformulation,” American Sociologi-
cal Review 41 (June 1976): 391–403.

38. Peter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan, The American Occupational Structure
(New York: Wiley, 1967).

39. Lisa Neidert and Reynolds Farley, “Assimilation in the United States: An
Analysis of Ethnic and Generation Differences in Status and Achievement,”
American Sociological Review 50 (December 1985): 840–850.

40. For an early example, see Beverly Duncan and Otis Dudley Duncan, “Mi-
norities and the Process of Stratification,” American Sociological Review 33
(June 1968): 356–364.

41. Douglas Massey, “Ethnic Residential Segregation: A Theoretical Synthesis
and Empirical Review,” Sociology and Social Research 69 (April 1985):
315–350.

42. Tomatsu Shibutani and Kian Kwan, Ethnic Stratification (New York:
Macmillan, 1965), p. 39.

43. On the social construction of racial and ethnic categories, see Joane Nagel,
“Constructing Ethnicity: Creating and Recreating Ethnic Identity and Cul-

302 • Notes to Pages 26–31

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



ture,” Social Problems 41 (February 1994): 101–126; Mary Waters, Black
Identities: West Indian Immigrant Dreams and American Realities (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), chap. 3, provides an in-
sightful application.

44. Shibutani and Kwan, Ethnic Stratification, pp. 263–271.
45. Frederik Barth, “Ecologic Relationships of Ethnic Groups in Swat, North

Pakistan,” American Anthropologist 58 (1956): 1079–89; in this way, too,
Shibutani and Kwan anticipate the contemporary conception of ethnic
groups.

46. Saskia Sassen, The Mobility of Capital and Labor (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988).

47. Shibutani and Kwan, Ethnic Stratification, p. 350.
48. Sorensen, “Theoretical Mechanisms.”
49. Richard Miller, Fact and Method: Explanation, Confirmation, and Reality

in the Natural and Social Sciences (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1987); Daniel Little, Varieties of Social Explanation: An Introduction to
the Philosophy of Social Science (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1991);
Hedstrom and Swedberg, Social Mechanisms.

50. Miller, Fact.
51. Victor Nee, “Sources of the New Institutionalism,” in Mary Brinton and

Victor Nee, eds., The New Institutionalism in Sociology (New York: Russell
Sage Foundation, 1998), pp. 1–16.

52. Already evident in Walter Powell and Paul DiMaggio, The New Institu-
tionalism in Organizational Analysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991), and elaborated in Brinton and Nee, New Institutionalism. In allied
social sciences, a trend toward convergence is reflected in the writings of
Mary Douglas (anthropology); Douglass North, Oliver Williamson, and
Avner Greif (new institutional economics); and Theda Skocpol (historical
institutionalism). See Mary Douglas, How Institutions Think (Syracuse,
N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1986); Douglass North, Institutions, Insti-
tutional Change, and Economic Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1990); Oliver Williamson, “Transaction Cost Economics and
Organization Theory,” in Neil Smelser and Richard Swedberg, eds., The
Handbook of Economic Sociology (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
1994), pp. 77–107; Avner Greif, “Cultural Beliefs and the Organization of
Society: A Historical and Theoretical Reflection on Collectivist and Individ-
ualist Societies,” in Brinton and Nee, New Institutionalism, pp. 77–104;
Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of
Social Policy in the United States (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1995).

53. Victor Nee, “Norms and Networks in Economic and Organizational Per-
formance,” American Economic Review 87 (1998): 85–99; Victor Nee and
Paul Ingram, “Embeddedness and Beyond: Institutions, Exchange, and So-
cial Structure,” in Brinton and Nee, New Institutionalism, pp. 19–45.

Notes to Pages 31–36 • 303

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



54. North, Institutions.
55. Victor Nee and Yang Cao, “Path Dependent Societal Transformation: Strat-

ification in Mixed Economies,” Theory and Society 28 (1999): 799–834;
Nee, “Sources.”

56. Raymond Boudon, “The Individualistic Tradition in Sociology,” in Jeffrey
Alexander, Gernhard Giesen, Richard Munch, and Neil Smelser, eds., The
Micro-Macro Link (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), pp. 45–
70.

57. Max Weber’s seminal study of the rise of capitalism in the West is a pioneer-
ing example of the use of context-bound rationality in explaining institu-
tional change. He showed that the purposive action of individuals stem-
ming from religious beliefs is the causal mechanism that explains the
emergence of modern capitalism in the West. His causal analysis points to
the unintended consequences of the rationalizing effect of the inner-world
asceticism of Protestant faith on entrepreneurs and firms, which, through
their increased levels of productivity, transformed relative prices in manu-
facture, adversely affecting artisans and craft production, and incrementally
gave rise to modern capitalism. See Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (1904–5; reprint, New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958).

58. Herbert Simon, Administrative Behavior, 2d ed. (New York: Macmillan,
1957), xxiv.

59. Ginger Thompson, “The Desperate Risk of Death in a Desert,” New York
Times, October 31, 2001, p. 1. See also Douglas Massey et al., Beyond
Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration in an Era of Economic Integra-
tion (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2002).

60. Raymond Boudon, “Social Mechanism without Black Boxes,” in Hedstrom
and Swedberg, Social Mechanisms, pp. 172–203.

61. The World Bank estimates that remittances sent back by immigrants to
Latin America and the Caribbean Basin region were well over $15 billion in
2000. These have become the primary source of foreign exchange in smaller
countries in the region, outpacing foreign investments, and for all countries
a much larger source of revenue than foreign aid. “Making the Most of an
Exodus,” Economist.com, February 21, 2002.

62. Michael Spence, Market Signaling: Informational Transfer in Hiring and
Related Screening Processes (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1974).

63. Victor Nee and Jimy Sanders, “Understanding the Diversity of Immigrant
Incorporation: A Forms-of-Capital Model,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 24
(May 2001): 386–411.

64. Mark Granovetter, “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of
Embeddedness,” American Journal of Sociology 91 (1985): 481–510.

65. Nee and Ingram, “Embeddedness.”
66. George C. Homans, Social Behavior: Its Elementary Form (1961; reprint,

304 • Notes to Pages 36–42

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1974); James Coleman, Founda-
tions of Social Theory (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990).

67. William Foote Whyte, Street Corner Society: The Social Structure of an Ital-
ian Slum (1943; reprint, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955).

68. George C. Homans, The Human Group (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1950).

69. Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books,
1984).

70. In collectivities involving large numbers, the “free-rider” problem arises
from the availability of a public good to all regardless of whether they con-
tribute to its production; this problem is minimized in close-knit groups
where compliance with norms can be effectively secured as a routine by-
product of ongoing social exchange among members.

71. Robert Ellickson, Order without Law: How Neighbors Settle Disputes
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991).

72. Edna Bonacich and John Modell, The Economic Basis of Ethnic Solidarity:
Small Business in the Japanese-American Community (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1981); Alejandro Portes and Julia Sensenbrenner, “Em-
beddedness and Immigration: Notes on the Social Determinants of Eco-
nomic Action,” American Journal of Sociology 98 (May 1993): 1320–50.

73. Douglas Massey, Rafael Alarcón, Jorge Durand, and Humberto González,
Return to Aztlan: The Social Process of International Migration from West-
ern Mexico (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987).

74. Victor Nee and Jimy M. Sanders, “Trust in Ethnic Ties: Social Capital and
Immigrants,” in Karen Cook, ed., Trust and Society (New York: Russell
Sage Foundation, 2001), pp. 374–392; Victor Nee, Jimy M. Sanders, and
Scott Sernau, “Job Transitions in an Immigrant Metropolis: Ethnic Bound-
aries and the Mixed Economy,” American Sociological Review 59 (Decem-
ber 1994): 849–872.

75. John Modell, The Economics and Politics of Racial Accommodation
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977); Ivan Light, Ethnic Enter-
prise in America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972); Bonacich
and Modell, Economic Basis; Alejandro Portes and Robert Bach, Latin
Journey: Cuban and Mexican Immigrants in the United States (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1985).

76. James Loewen, The Mississippi Chinese: Between Black and White (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971).

77. Ibid., p. 79.
78. Margaret Gibson, Accommodation without Assimilation: Sikh Immigrants

in an American High School (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989).
79. Homans, Social Behavior.
80. Illso Kim, New Urban Immigrants: The Korean Community in New York

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); Pyong Gap Min, Caught in
the Middle: Korean Merchants in America’s Multiethnic Cities (Berkeley:

Notes to Pages 42–46 • 305

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



University of California, 1994); In-Jin Yoon, On My Own: Korean Busi-
ness and Race Relations in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1997).

81. Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1952).
82. Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste,

trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984).
83. See, e.g., John Logan, Richard Alba, and Wenquan Zhang, “Immigrant En-

claves and Ethnic Communities in New York and Los Angeles,” American
Sociological Review 67 (April 2002): 299–322.

84. Douglas Massey, Luin Goldring, and Jorge Durand, “Continuities in Trans-
national Migration: An Analysis of Nineteen Mexican Communities,”
American Journal of Sociology 99 (May 1994): 1492–1534.

85. Nee, Sanders, and Sernau, “Job Transitions”; Nee and Sanders, “Trust in
Ethnic Ties.”

86. Min Zhou and Carl Bankston, Growing Up American: How Vietnamese
Children Adapt to Life in the United States (New York: Russell Sage Foun-
dation, 1998).

87. Dana Canedy, “Troubling Label for Hispanics: ‘Girls Most Likely to Drop
Out,’” New York Times, March 25, 2001, p. 1.

88. David Grusky and Robert Hauser, “Comparative Social Mobility Revisited:
Models of Convergence and Divergence in Sixteen Countries,” in David
Grusky, ed., Social Stratification: Class, Race, and Gender in Sociological
Perspective (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1994), pp. 275–288.

89. Alejandro Portes and Min Zhou, “The New Second Generation: Segmented
Assimilation and Its Variants,” Annals 530 (November 1993): 74–96.

90. Herbert Gans, The Urban Villagers: Group and Class in the Life of Italian-
Americans (1962; reprint, New York: Free Press, 1982); Joel Perlmann,
Ethnic Differences: Schooling and Social Structure among the Irish, Ital-
ians, Jews, and Blacks in an American City, 1880–1935 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1988).

91. Modell, Economics; Bonacich and Modell, Economic Basis.
92. Bonacich and Modell, Economic Basis, p. 58.
93. Leonard Bloom and Ruth Riemer, Removal and Return (Berkeley: Univer-

sity of California Press, 1949), p. 85.
94. Alexander et al., Micro-Macro Link; Coleman, Foundations.
95. Nee, “Sources of the New Institutionalism.”
96. Douglass North, Structure and Change in Economic History (New York:

W. W. Norton, 1981), pp. 31–32.
97. Mary Walsh, “U.S. Joins in 2 Bias Suits against Lockheed Martin,” New

York Times, December 6, 2000, p. C1.
98. Waters, Black Identities.
99. Howard Schuman, Charlotte Steeh, and Lawrence Bobo, Racial Attitudes

in America: Trends and Interpretations (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1985), p. 74.

306 • Notes to Pages 46–57

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



100. Ibid., p. 88.
101. Nee, “Norms”; Nee and Ingram, “Embeddedness.”
102. Waters, Black Identities.
103. See Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United

States: From the 1960s to the 1990s, 2d ed. (New York: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1994); Gerald Suttles, The Social Order of the Slum (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1968). For reports of white suspiciousness to-
ward African Americans they encounter on the street and in stores, see Joe
Feagin, “The Continuing Significance of Race: Antiblack Discrimination in
Public Places,” American Sociological Review 56 (February 1991): 101–
116.

104. Michael T. Hannan and John Freeman, Organizational Ecology (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989).

105. Edna Bonacich, “A Theory of Ethnic Antagonism: The Split Labor Mar-
ket,” American Sociological Review 37 (October 1972): 547–559.

106. Max Weber, Economy and Society, vol. 1 (1922; reprint, Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1978), pp. 63–113.

107. Nee, Sanders, and Sernau, “Job Transitions”; Nee and Sanders, “Under-
standing Diversity.”

108. This borrowed distinction derives from Rainer Bauböck, “The Integration
of Immigrants,” Council of Europe, Strasbourg, 1994; and Aristide Zolberg
and Long Litt Woon, “Why Islam Is Like Spanish: Cultural Incorporation
in Europe and the United States,” Politics and Society 27 (March 1999): 5–
38.

109. Whether it will work out this way is impossible to say as yet, but the adop-
tion of mixed-race reporting by the Census Bureau in the 2000 U.S. Census
suggests that the social recognition of mixed race as a social category (or
a set of them) will increase. See Charles Hirschman, Richard Alba, and
Reynolds Farley, “The Meaning and Measurement of Race in the U.S. Cen-
sus: Glimpses into the Future,” Demography 37 (August 2000): 381–393.

110. Sander Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful: A Cultural History of Aes-
thetic Surgery (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999).

111. For a good account of these blending processes in Christian-Jewish families,
see Sylvia Barack Fishman, Jewish and Something Else: A Study of Mixed-
Married Families (New York: American Jewish Committee, 2001).

112. Frederik Barth, introduction to Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (Boston:
Little, Brown, 1969), pp. 9–38.

113. Nancy Denton and Richard Alba, “The Growth of Suburban Diversity: The
Declining Number of All-White Neighborhoods,” presented at the Confer-
ence on Suburban Racial Change, Harvard University, 1999.

114. This figure comes from the analyses of the Lewis Mumford Center at the
University at Albany (see the Web site: www.albany.edu/mumford).

115. The moral dimensions of boundary distinctions have been explored by
Michèle Lamont in The Dignity of Working Men: Morality and the Bound-

Notes to Pages 57–63 • 307

Alba, Richard D., and Victor Nee. Remaking the American Mainstream : Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration, Harvard
         University Press, 2003. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ccny-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3300586.
Created from ccny-ebooks on 2021-07-23 00:23:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



aries of Race, Class, and Immigration (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2000). See also Mitchell Duneier, Slim’s Table: Race, Respectabil-
ity, and Masculinity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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the ancestry in question or include it as part of a mixture. The main alterna-
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New York Times, April 28, 1993, p. A18.
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Why Can’t They Be Like Us? and Andrew Greeley and William McCready,
“The Transmission of Cultural Heritages: The Case of the Irish and the Ital-
ians,” in Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, eds., Ethnicity: The-
ory and Experience (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976),
pp. 209–235. The survival of ethnic values and behavioral patterns in the
private spaces behind closed front doors is described as part of the Ameri-
can compact on ethnicity by Nathan Glazer, Affirmative Discrimination
(New York: Basic Books, 1975).

25. Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Beyond the Melting Pot: The
Negroes, Puerto Ricans, Jews, Italians, and Irish of New York City (1963;
reprint, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1970), p. xxxiii.

26. The application of the term “invention” to ethnicity is often credited to
Werner Sollors (The Invention of Ethnicity [New York: Oxford University
Press, 1989]). Kathleen Conzen, David Gerber, Ewa Morawska, George
Pozzetta, and Rudolph Vecoli apply the idea to European Americans in
“The Invention of Ethnicity: A Perspective from the U.S.A.,” Journal of
American Ethnic History 12 (Fall 1992): 3–41.

27. Tuan, Forever Foreigners, p. 50.
28. Glazer and Moynihan, Melting Pot, p. lvii; see also William Yancey, Eugene

Ericksen, and Richard Juliani, “Emergent Ethnicity: A Review and a Refor-
mulation,” American Sociological Review 41 (June 1976): 391–403.

29. For a more complete data presentation, see Richard Alba, “Assimilation’s
Quiet Tide,” Public Interest 119 (Spring 1995): 1–18.
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30. There is, in fact, evidence to suggest that some of the white ethnic groups
are underrepresented in the student populations at Ivy League colleges. An
unpublished study of Italian-surnamed students conducted by Dr. A. Ken-
neth Ciongoli, then president of the National Italian-American Foundation,
found such students substantially underrepresented at Ivy League colleges
in comparison with their proportion in the U.S. population. The question is:
Why? In general, Ivy League colleges allocate a large number of slots in en-
tering classes to legatees, the children of alumni and alumnae. Some educa-
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discrimination as such. It may result instead from the difficulties experi-
enced by non-privileged whites in general in gaining admission to elite col-
leges. This explanation is not a dismissal: the problem is worthy of serious
attention by elite institutions.

31. Lisa Neidert and Reynolds Farley, “Assimilation in the United States: An
Analysis of Ethnic and Generation Differences in Status and Achievement,”
American Sociological Review 50 (December 1985): 840–850; Stanley
Lieberson and Mary Waters, From Many Strands: Ethnic and Racial
Groups in Contemporary America (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
1988); Andrew Greeley, Ethnicity, Denomination, and Inequality (Beverly
Hills, Calif.: Sage, 1976).

32. Analyzing the New York situation to 1990, Roger Waldinger, in Still the
Promised City? African-Americans and New Immigrants in Postindustrial
New York (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), finds a par-
ticularly steep decline in Italian niche concentration but a weaker one for
Jews.

33. Charles Hirschman and Morrison Wong, “Trends in Socioeconomic
Achievement among Immigrant and Native-Born Asian-Americans, 1960–
1976,” Sociological Quarterly 22 (1981): 495–514; Robert Jiobu, “Earn-
ings Differentials between White and Ethnic Minorities: The Cases of Asian
Americans, Blacks, and Chicanos,” Sociology and Social Research 61
(1976): 24–38; Victor Nee and Jimy Sanders, “The Road to Parity: Deter-
minants of the Socioeconomic Attainments of Asian Americans,” Ethnic
and Racial Studies 8 (January 1985): 75–93; Wong, “The Cost of Being
Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino in the United States, 1960, 1970, 1976,”
Pacific Sociological Review 5 (1982): 59–78.

34. See Thomas Kessner, The Golden Door: Italian and Jewish Immigrant Mo-
bility in New York City, 1880–1915 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1977); Steven Erie, Rainbow’s End: Irish-Americans and the Dilemmas of
Urban Machine Politics, 1840–1985 (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1988); Waldinger, Still the Promised City?

35. Bonacich and Modell, The Economic Basis.
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36. Lieberson and Waters, From Many Strands, chap. 3; on the Italians of the
Sunbelt, see Phyllis Cancilla Martinelli, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt (New York:
AMS Press, 1989).

37. Lawrence Fuchs, The American Kaleidoscope: Race, Ethnicity, and the
Civic Culture (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England, 1990),
pp. 302–303.

38. See Thomas Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1978), concerning Chicago; on the concept of segregation,
see Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation
and the Making of the Underclass (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1993).

39. Avery Guest and James Weed, “Ethnic Residential Segregation: Patterns of
Change,” American Journal of Sociology 81 (March 1976): 1088–1111;
Stanley Lieberson, Ethnic Patterns in American Cities (New York: Free
Press, 1963).

40. Lee, The Chinese.
41. Longtime Californ’: A Documentary Study of an American Chinatown

(New York: Pantheon Books, 1973).
42. We do not show figures for the Chinese in Table 3.1 because of the heavy

impact of contemporary immigration on their residential distribution. This
factor is not as great for the Japanese because present-day Japanese immi-
gration is of a much smaller magnitude.

43. Our discussion is based on the work that Richard Alba has done with John
Logan and Kyle Crowder (in “White Ethnic Neighborhoods and Spatial As-
similation: The Greater New York Region, 1980–1990,” Social Forces 75
[March 1997]: 883–912). The area they analyzed represents the broadest
conception of the New York region and closely approximates what the
Census Bureau labels the “New York–Northern New Jersey–Long Island
CMSA.” A CMSA, or Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area, is a des-
ignation the Census Bureau reserves for huge agglomerations of large and
small cities and their suburbs, which represent multiple smaller metropoli-
tan areas.

44. Judith DeSena, Protecting One’s Turf: Social Strategies for Maintaining Ur-
ban Neighborhoods (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1990);
Jerome Krase, “Little Italies in New York City: A Semiotic Approach,” Ital-
ian American Review 5 (Spring 1996): 103–116; LaRuffa, Monte Carmelo;
Jonathan Rieder, Canarsie: The Jews and Italians of Brooklyn against Lib-
eralism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985); Donald
Tricarico, The Italians of Greenwich Village (Staten Island, N.Y.: CMS
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45. Further decline of Italian Bensonhurst is apparent in the 2000 census; see
Joseph Berger, “Well, the Ices Are Still Italian,” New York Times, Septem-
ber 17, 2002, pp. B1, 8.
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1986): 203–223; Lieberson and Waters, From Many Strands.

47. Robert K. Merton, “Intermarriage and Social Structure: Fact and Theory,”
Psychiatry 4 (August 1941): 361–374.

48. Peter Blau, Inequality and Heterogeneity: A Primitive Theory of Social
Structure (New York: Free Press, 1977).

49. The data are reported by Peter Steinfels, “Debating Intermarriage, and Jew-
ish Survival,” New York Times, October 18, 1992, pp. A1, 40. The precise
magnitude of Jewish intermarriage is still the subject of debate, however, be-
cause of allegations that errors in the original analysis of the NJPS data ex-
aggerated the increase. See the op-ed piece by J. J. Goldberg, “Interfaith
Marriage: The Real Story,” New York Times, August 3, 1997. Nevertheless,
the revised estimates of the recent intermarriage rate, which mostly range
between 40 and 50 percent, still imply a hefty increase in a short period of
time.

50. Matthijs Kalmijn’s analysis (“Shifting Boundaries: Trends in Religious and
Educational Homogamy,” American Sociological Review 56 [December
1991]: 786–800) also supports this conclusion.

51. Zhenchao Qian, “Breaking the Racial Barriers: Variations in Interracial
Marriages between 1980 and 1990,” Demography 34 (May 1997): 263–
276.

52. Amy Iwasaki Mass, “Interracial Japanese Americans: The Best of Both
Worlds or the End of the Japanese American Community?” in Maria Root,
ed., Racially Mixed People in America (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1992),
pp. 265–279.

53. Ibid.; Teresa Kay Williams, “Prism Lives: Identity of Binational Amer-
asians”; and George Kitihara Kich, “The Developmental Process of As-
serting a Biracial, Bicultural Identity,” all in Root, Racially Mixed People,
pp. 265–320.

54. John Leland and Gregory Beals, “In Living Colors,” Newsweek, May 5,
1997, p. 59. The count of mixed-race Asian children comes from the 2000
census.

55. The percentage counts individuals whose race is reported in the census (by
their parents) as Japanese but who also have some other ethnic origin indi-
cated according to the Hispanic origin question or the ethnic ancestry one;
also counted are those whose race is reported as other than Japanese but
who are described as part Japanese on the ancestry question.

56. For the first position, see Greeley, Why?; Novak, The Rise. Herbert Gans, in
“Symbolic Ethnicity: The Future of Ethnic Groups and Cultures in Amer-
ica,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 2 (January 1979): 1–20, coined the con-
cept of symbolic ethnicity, which has been substantiated in the empirical
research of Richard Alba (Ethnic Identity: The Transformation of White
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America [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990]) and Mary Waters (Eth-
nic Options: Choosing Identities in America [Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1990]).

57. Waters, Ethnic Options.
58. Mia Tuan (Forever Foreigners) sensitively documents the “hidden injuries”

experienced by third- and later-generation Chinese and Japanese, but also
acknowledges that her respondents’ actual everyday experience of ethnicity
is in many respects similar to that described for white ethnics.

59. On the so-called long-form questionnaire (received by approximately one
of every six households), the 1980, 1990, and 2000 censuses asked about
each household member, “What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin?”
(The “ethnic origin” phrase was added in 1990.) Some of the limits of
the question as used in the census are explored by Reynolds Farley (“The
New Census Question about Ancestry: What Did It Tell Us?” Demography
28 [1991]: 411–429) and Lieberson and Waters (“Ethnic Responses”); the
latter provide an analysis of the social basis for inconsistent ancestry report-
ing. The inconsistencies themselves are reported by the Bureau of the Cen-
sus in Detailed Ancestry for States, 1990 Census of Population: Supplemen-
tary Reports (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1992).
These inconsistencies alert us to take ancestry data with a dose of caution,
for the “English” and “Germans” of a given census differ in unknown ways
from the “English” and “Germans” of another.

60. On pan-Asian marriage, see Yen Le Espiritu, Asian American Panethnicity:
Bridging Institutions and Identities (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1992); Larry Shinagawa and Gin Yong Pang, “Intraethnic and Interracial
Marriages among Asian Americans in California, 1980,” Berkeley Journal
of Sociology 33 (1988): 95–114; Tuan, Forever Foreigners.

61. This portrait is based on Alba, Ethnic Identity, and Waters, Ethnic Options.
62. Ethnicity among whites appears much weaker in other regions; on Califor-

nia, see Waldinger and Bozorgmehr, Ethnic Los Angeles.
63. For instance, the total membership of the Sons of Italy, the largest na-

tional Italian American organization, was just 90,000 as of 1990, at a time
when nearly 15 million Americans claimed some Italian ancestry. Alfred
Rotondaro, “Ethnicity at Work,” Altreitalie 6 (1991): 120.

64. See Tuan, Forever Foreigners; Nee and Nee, Longtime Californ’.
65. Nazli Kibria, “The Construction of ‘Asian American’: Reflections on Inter-

marriage and Ethnic Identity among Second-Generation Chinese and Ko-
rean Americans,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 20 (July 1997): 523–544; Nee
and Nee, Longtime Californ’; Ronald Takaki, Strangers from a Different
Shore (Boston: Little, Brown, 1989).

66. Glazer and Moynihan, Melting Pot; Ewa Morawska, For Bread with But-
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