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Everything You Ever Wanted to Know
About Assimilation But Were Afraid
To Ask

SEBY CrNTENNIAL bEstox the first and lase decades of the

twentieth century have been eras of large-scale immi-

gration (sce figures 1 and 2} During the first decade of
the twentieth century, the United States saw the arrival of what
was then the largest wave of immigration in history when a
total of 8,795,386 immigrants, the vast majority of them Euro-
pean peasants, entered the country. By the 1990s, the wave of
“new immigration” (which began in 1965) peaked when about
a million new immigrants were arriving in the United States
cach vear. By 1998 the United States had over 25 million
immigrants, setting a new historic record.!

Two dominant features characterize this most recent wave of
immigration: its intensity {the immigrant population grew by 30
pereent between 1990 and 19970 and the somewhar radical
shift in the sources of new immigration: up to 1950, nearly 90
percent of Al immigrants were Europeans or Canadians; today
over 50 pereent of all immigrants are from Latin America, and
27 pereent are trom Asia (see table 1.

The recent LS experience is part of a broader—indecd,
global—dvnamic of mtensified transnational immigration. As
we enter the twentvetirst century, the worldwide immigrant
population is over 100 million people—plus an estimated 20 to
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30 million refugees. And these numbers reveal only the tip ot a
much Larger immigravon iceberg: by tar the majoricy of immi-
erants and refugees remam within the confines of the “develop
ing world” i mdividual nation-states. China, for example, has
an estimated 100 million internal migrants.”

It s not surprising, theny that in recent vears there has been
renewed meerest i basic rescarch and policy in the ficld of

Pable 1. Forcign Bom as a Percentage of the Toral ULS. Population

9200 1930 96 970 PoLgan juyT

Tast 1o (
“o toreie horn [ L R N e P N

TH9S o

u bori popiiinon=23 108 000

Percentage of Foreign Born by Region of Origin

[N fv2i0) Losn 1980 [ou

Furopeans 97 936" 496",
\sins I.6 1.7 I8
Latm Americans 1.3 4.2 6.3 31

Sonrees harvard Bmeraton Progect, 20040,



Freervthing You Want to Know About Assimilation 3

itaty

Austria

Hungary
Thousards
10000 [
i LK
| | |
i !
! !
| !
L !
©000 ;
Germany 1 ‘
UK ! Mierico
|
| fretand | Phitippine,
i |
aly China
Cermany ; !
Ausira Dominican
K fungary Fepublic
- et anes
L i
6,000 nelia
Canaity
land  Norway.
Sermary Sweden |
s - S
Framee | | }
| Canada Canada Mexico g
. Germany Canada
4,000 i |
i I italy Cuba
I Germany
Mexico Philippines
Canada

UK,
Mexico

Wk

Irelanet

2,000

a4l 861 1881 1901 1921 1941 1961 1981
1860 1850 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 1996

fncludes People’s Republic of China and Taiwvan: “Sixteen-vear period.

Source: Adapted from ULS0 Departmient of Justice, Immigration and Naruralization

Service, Statistical Yearboaok of the Imnugration and Natwralization Service 1Wash
mgron, DG GPLOL 1998



4 Marcelo M. Suarec-Orozco

minngranon. While there is now robust scholarly activity on
SOMe aspects ol immigration—tor example, its economic causes
and consequences—the scholarship on other important tacets is
somewhat anennc. For example, we know comparatively lictle
about the long terni adapracions ot immigrant children—the
fastest growmy sector of the child population i the United
States. Data and conceptual work on their health, schooling,
and transivion to the world of work are quite mited.* So is the
work on the cultural processes of change generated by large-
scale mmmgration. This 1s e pare because labor cconomists,
demographers, and sociologists have set the tone of the current
rescarch agenda-—while anthropologists, psychologists, legal
scholars, and scholars of che health sciences have played a
more modest role.

Largescale mmmigranion is at once the cause and conse-
quence of protound socal, cconomie, and cualtural transforma-
vons. 1eas mmportant to ditferentiate analyocally berween the
two. While the clamm nas been made that there are powertul
ceonomic imterests i having a large pool of forcign workers (a
major cause of Lkorge-scale immigranon), immigration neverthe-
fess generates anxicties and at times even fans the fires of
xenophobia aimajor consequence of large-scale immigration).
Two broad concerns have set the parameters of the debate over
immigsaton scholarship and policy in the United States and
Furope: the cconomic and the sociocultural consequences of
large-scale tmnngration.

Recent ceonomic argaments have largely focused on 1) the
impact ot large-scale immigraton on the wages of native work-
ers (Do amnugrants depress the wages of native, especially
mimoriy, workcrs?), 2) dhe fiscal implications of large-scale
imnigravon (Do ymmigrants “pay their way”™ taxwise, or are
they a burden, consuming morce in publicly funded services than
they contribute?i. and 31 the redundancy of immigrants, espe-
aally poorly cducated and low-skilled workers, in new knowl-
cdge-intensive cconomies that are tar less labor intensive than
the mdustrial cconomies of yesterday.”

Reducing the complexities of the new immigration to eco-
nomic tactors can, of course, be limiting. Indeed, there is an
emerging consensus that the economic implications of large-
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RETHINKING ASSINHEATTON

Oldideas abour immigrant “assunifation™ and “acculeuration™—
tiese articulated to make sense of the experiences of the trans-
atlantic mgrants ot a century ago—have naturally been dusted
oft and tried out on the new arrivals. Butin this case, applying
the ofd o the new s nor simphy acreflex, a kind of intellectual
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laziness. Rather, | ehink it suggests that thinking abouc immi
eration m the United States is always, explicitly or implicitly, a
comparative exercise: the here and now of the “new immigra
ton” versuas what, tor Jack of a better term, we might call the
“myvthico-historic™ record. This is a record in which equal
parts ot tact, myth, and tantasy combine to produce a powerful
cultural narrative along the following fines: poor but hard-
working Furopean peasants, pulling themselves up by their
hootstraps, willingly gave up their counterproductive old-world
views, values, and fanguages—if not their accents!—rto become
prosperous, proud, and loyal Americans.?

Because the United Stares 1s arguably the only postindustrial
democracy in the world where immigration 1s at once history
and destiny, every new wave of immigration reactivates an

crernal quesnon: How do the “new™ immigrants measure up to
the “old™2 This was asked one hundred vears ago when the
“new ™ immigrants were rishy Trahians, and Eastern Furopeans
and the “old™ immigrants were English (see figure 2. The
recurring answer to that question is somewhat predicrable.
New immigrants olieavs tail the comparative test by falling
short of the mythico-historic standards set by carlier immi-
grants. Hence, the most basic rule governing public attitudes
about immigration: we love immigrants at a safe historical
distance but are much more ambivalent abour those joining us
now.”’

It i~ hardly surprising, then, what questions many are asking
today: Are the new immigrants of color recreating the struc-
tures of the foundatonal mythico-historic narrative—the gram-
mar ot which was articulated i Irish, lealian, and Eastern
Furopean aceents on the streets and docks ot the Lower East
Side of Manhattan one hundred vears ago? Or is today’s un-
precedented racial and culrural diversity—think of the over one
hundred fanguages now spoken by immigrant children in New
York City schools—generating an entirely new script? Is what
we hear today an imcomprehensible Babelesque story, which s
not onfv unlike anvehing we have heard before but is quite
likely to contribute to our already polarized race relations and
chronic ~underclass™ problems? Witl today’s new arrivals turn
out to be like our mythical immigrant ancestors and assimilate,
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becommy loval and proud Americans? Or, converselv, wiil thic
by the sheer foree of thein numbers redetine what it is to be an
Ymerican?

Much of the acaivoe —as well as the emotional-—tramework

For approachoy the topic of immigration was developed as the

=

then-vounz naton was in the process of metabolizing the gre
transatlanne Luropean mimigration wave of a centory oy,
Ideas abour =assifavion™ and “acculturavon,™ terms often
used mterchangeably, were tirst introduced i the social s

ences o examine the processes ot social and cutrural change set
roniotion as annigrants began then second journey: their tiscr-
ton mto mainstream American life.™ The basie theme mothe
narraisnes o Tassimilation™ and tacculturation” theories that

cune to donimate the social saiences predicted thar g

o sets i moton a process of change thar is direction:
mdeed unilinear, sonreversible, and continuous.
Phe directnion or aim ot the process was said o be “structural

assumfarion™ (rvpreally operationalized i terms of social el

tons and participarion in the opportunity structures and S
culturation™ tovpically operavonalized i terms ot language,
values, and cultaral Wdendtications) into what was, imiplicithy or
explicithv the prize ar immigration’s fimish ties che middle-
class, white, Protestants Furopean American framework of the
domimant sociery.” The process as it was narrated in the socials
scrcnee literature seemed 1o tollow neatly the vau Gennepian
structural coder separation (from social relations and trom
participation in the opportunity structure of the country or
culture of origing, margmality (residenrial, linguistic, economeg;

espectally during the caclicr phases of mmiigranon and espe
ciatly acute among the first generation), and, tinafly, a genera
tion or two after iogration. incorporation into the socral
structures and cultural codes ot the maimstream.

e process of change was satd to be nonreversible i thar
Onve at nmigrant group achieved the goals of acculturanion
and stucorral assimilation, there was, so to speak, "o go

back. ” This s e part because scholars of imnngeaar change
conceprualized it as a dual process of gain (new culture. particr-
pration in new social structuresy and loss (old culture, old socal
structurest. The process was said to be continuous hecause it



Foerything You Want to Know About Assimilation 9

took place rransgeneravonally. The immigrant gencration (out-
siders fookmg tor a wav mj. the second generation (American-
ized msidersy, the third and forth generations (the “Roots”
eencranion o scarch of “svimbohc echnicity™), and so on all had
therr assigned roles e this tellimg of the immigrant saga.

Lhe dommant narratives of mmigrant assimilation were struc-
tured by three reasonable assumpoons. T owill call them the
“clean break ™ assumpuion, the “homogeneity ™ assumption, and
the “progress™ assumpuion. These assumprions, T suggest, need
reesamination m hght ot some of the distinet features charac-
terizamy the latest wave of nmnmgraton.

Fost, immigration was theorized to take place in clearly
defineated waves (versas ongoing flows) between two rela-
tvely remote, bounded geopolitical and cultural spaces. Immi-

ants left country A7 o sertle permanently in country “B.”
When immigrants chose to return to therr country of origim, and
large numbers didy 10 was agaim seen as a permanent move.
Ihe norm, however, was that immigrants leaving Ireland or
Fastern Furope were not supposed to look back. This 1s hardly
surprising, sinee the very adea of mmmigration was to look
forward to a new stare and better opportunities ina new
country. The renaming riruals at Ellis Island, when immigrants
traded—some voluntarily, others involuntarily—exotic names
for “Americanized” versions, signitied the beginning of a new

lite. A “elean break ™ was needed before the process of Ameri-
canizaton could begim,

I he second assumption was that mimigrants would, in due
course, over two or three generations, join the mainstream of a
society dommated by a homogencous middle-class, white, Fu
ropean American Protestant cthos.’ While American society
was never homogenous, “the color line” being a defining fea-
ture of s landscape, it was never assumed thar the African-
American culture plaved a significant factor in the immigrant
cquation. When assimifation was debared it went without say-
ng: 1ty very point was to join mainstream culture.

The third assumpoion dommating thinking about immigrant
assimilation was structured by a powerful teleological reflex:
immigration is about uniform progress, about going trom “good”

(first generation} to “better™ (second generation), to “best”
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ihird and fourth generationsi. The immigrant’s journey to
saceess s the staft of the American dream. Ragtime, the

acclanmed Broadway musical, gives artistic form to this basic
ideas the Ruassian famihy moves from the misery of the shretl to
chunerons Hollvwood i one generation—assimilation in fast-
forward. so to speak. Taken together with the two previous
Assumptiois, 4 colicrent narrative unfolds: as mingrantes give
up ot
1
!

drookd wavs, and they assimilate to nuddle-class, white
uropenn American Protestant culture, they find enormous re-
wards.

VSSENTPHTONT A CRETTQUY

ity ne donuer be userul to assume that immigration takes
prace between remote, neathy bounded geopolitical spaces, where
a ddean break ™ s even it not desired, inevitable, Indeed, in
recent vears, anthropologists and sociologists have claimed
that what v novel abour the “new immigrants™ is that they are
actors ona rransnational stage.™ The relative case and acces-
sthiliny of n reansportation (1.5 billion airline tickets were

sobd Tast vears and the new globalized communication and
intormartion technologies make possible a more massive back-
and-ferth imovement ot people, goods, mformartion, and sym-

bols dhan ¢

er betore.” Compared to Mexican or Domimcan
imnigrants todave che brish and Eastern Earopean immigrants
of last century—uven it they had wanted to—simply could not
e mamtained the fevel and intensity of contact with the “old
coantry” that we are now withessing.'™ Furthermore, the new
immigiation trom such places as Latin America and the Carib-
bean can be best characrerized as an uninterrupted “flow”
rather thar neatly delineated “waves™ typical of the earlier
Furopean transatlantic immigration. This ongoing, uninterrupted
migratory How is said to “replenish™ constantly social practices
and cultural models thar would otherwise tend to be “lost™ to
asstmiiation.” Indeed, m ocertain arcas of the Southwest, Latin
American imnuigration 1s gencrating a powerful infi

astructure
domimated by a growing Spanish-speaking mass media (radio,
television, and print), new market dynamics, and new culrural
identities.”™
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Another relevant dcarare of the pew transpational frang

i

work s that even as they cnmesh themselves o dhe socnl,

‘
cconomic. and pohitical hite 1 their new Jands, impigrants
remain powerful protagonises 1o the ceonomie, pohiieal, and
cuftural wphoeres back homes With mternanonal rennttances
estimated at nearly $100 baflion per antun, nnmgrant remi
tances and mvestmenss have beconte vital to the cconomyes o1
vragon, A UL
on Immigration estinates that remittances to Mexico were the

Most countrics of cny Shviexican Bmcoonal Study

“equivalent o 37 percent ot the foreisn exchange avadable
throush divect wvestiment o 19950 and 3 percent of the total
income supphed by expores.”

Polincaliv, immmerans are ¢ mg as increasinghy relevant

actors with intiuence o pohitical processes borh “here™ and
“there.” Some observers have noted that the outcome of the
most recent Dominican presidential clection was bareely derer-
mined m New York Citve—where Dominwans are the fargest

oroup of new immngrancs, Dikewise, Mexican politicians——cs-
pecially those of the opposition—have recentdy “discovered”
the polirieal value of the seven mithion Mexiwcan immigrants
living m the United States, The new Mexican dual nationaliny
mitiative——-wherebs Mexiean immigrants who become nation-
abzed ULS. crozens would retains a host of political and other

rights 1 Mextco=—is also the product of this emerging
transnatronal frmework.

Because of a4 new case of mass transporiation and new com-
munication technologios, tmnneration is no {onger structured
around the “sharp break™ wirh the countey of origin that once
characterized the transoceanic experience. Tmmigranes today
are more hikely to be ac once “here™ and “there,” articularing

dual consctousness and duabidentities and, in the process, bridging
mereasingly unbounded narional spaces.”

FIIE S HHONTOGENTTTY ™ ASSUNTPTION: A CRITTQUI

It may no tonger be useful to assume that immigrants today are
joining a homogencoas society dominated by the niddle-class,
white, Furopean American Protestant ethos.”? The new immi
grants are entering a country thar is ccenomically, socially, and
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culturally unlike the country that absorbed—however
ambivalently—previous waves of immigrants. Economically,
the previous large wave of immigrants arrived on the eve of the
great industrial expansion in which immigrant workers and
consumers played a key role.”

Immigrants now are actors in a thoroughly globalized re-
structured economy that is increasingly fragmented into dis-
continuous cconomic spheres. Some have characterized the
new postindustrial economy in terms of the “hourglass™ meta-
phor. On one end of the hourglass there is a well-remuncrated,
knowledge-intensive economic sphere that has recently experi-
enced unprecedented growth. On the other end, there is a
service cconomy where low-skilled and semiskilled workers
continue to “lose ground™ in terms of real wages, benefits, and
security. Furthermore, in the new economy there are virtually
no bridges for those at the bottom of the hourglass to move into
the more desirable sectors. Some scholars have argued that
unlike the low-skilled industry jobs of yesterday, the kinds of
jobs typically available today to low-skilled new immigrants do
not offer scrious prospects of upward mobility.*

Another defining aspect of the new immigration is the intense
social scgregation between new immigrants of color and the
middle-class, white, Furopean American population. While
immigrants have always concentrated in specific neighbor-
hoods, we are witnessing today an extraordinary concentration
of large numbers of immigrants in a handtul of states in large
urban areas polarized by racial tensions. Some 85 percent of all
Mexican immigrants in the United States reside in three states
(California, Texas, and Illinois). As a result of an increasing
segmentation of the economy and society, large numbers of
low-skilled immigrants “have become more, not less, likely to
live and work in environments that have grown increasingly
segregated from whites.™* These immigrants have, by and
large, no meaningtul contact with the middle-class, white, Eu-
ropean American culture. Rather, their point of reference is
more likely to be co-nationals, co-ethnics, or the African-American
culture.

But perhaps the lethal blow to the homogeneity assumption
comes from what [ call a “culture of multiculturalism.” Rather
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than face a “relatively roform Tnaoastreand T Coitare, ann
grants todayv must navigare more compioy and vared carrenes
The cultural models and social pracices that we have come o

call mndticulruralism sh

P e onpenioneess porcepiioges,
behavioral repertorres of ety e wans ot Scen n prevs
ous eras of large scale immugravon. A hiundied vears ago there
certainhy was no culrure of mulucutturabism colebranmg - how
ever superficndiv and ambivatendyve—erhinan and commmuoni
ties ot origin. Indeed. the defimmg vivual ar Bl Bhland was the
myrhic renaming ceremony when mnnigration cricers - soiic
times carelessiv o and sometimes parposetelive vonasied new
arrvals with more Anghicized oanes, a coltara? baptisn o
sorts, Others chose o change their pames to avond raasm o

anti-Semitsig or simply o “hiend .7 Henees Ivraed Phrenboig
was reborn as Ashioy Montgue, Mover Schkohick was sebor
as Roberr Merton, and Issor Danieloviceh Densioy was vebo

as Kirk Douglas.™

Imnngrants today enter socal spaces wirere sacad ad vrhi
caregories are unportant gravitational belds e ohion darged -
with nportant polinicad and cconomic mipheations Fhe Targest
wave of imnmgration mnto the Unired Stares took place Tagely
after the grear strugelos of the civil rights movenment,

T thae evhos, raciad aond ethoe categoies Bocanic powes
mstranreatal as well as onpressive vectors. By Tonpressine
cthitciny™ Lrefer to the subjectve feching of commaon argin and
a shared destiny wath others, These feelings are typicathy con
structed around such phenomena as historic travals and strugeles
tas i the case of the Serbian sense of peoplehood emer

trom their defear tive centurices ago at the hands o the Ot
in the Bade of Kosovol, a commmon ancestial logaage (as
the case of the Basquesi, or religion (as in the case of the Jows
i the Diasporar”

By “instromental ethoiciny ™ Tmean the tactical use of ethnicin

In recent vears, Tidentiny poliones”™ has become 1 mode ot ex
pressive selt-atfirmanon as well as strumeniat selr advance
ment. Fhis is in part becanse ethine caregories have become o
critical tool of the state apparatus. Naton-stifes Create carego
ries for varnous reasons, such as 1o count people for census,
taxation, and apportionment tor political

representation. bih
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e categories as generated by state policy are relevant o a
variety of civic and political martrers; furthermore, they are
appropriated and used by various groups for their own strate-
gic needs.

Pan-ethiic categories such as “Asian American™ and “His-
panic” are largely arbitrary constructions created by demogra-
phers and social scientists tor purposes of darta development,
analvsis, and pohey. The term “Hispanie,™ for example, was
mtroduced by demographers working tor the ULS. Burcau ot the
Census i the 1980s as o way to categorize people who are
cither historically or culturally connected to the Spanish lan-
guage. Note that “Hispanic.™ the precursor to the more au
courant term Latino, is a category that has no precise meaning

or national origins. Indeed, Latinos are white,
black, indigenous, and every possible combination thercof. They
also originate in over twenty countries as varied from each
other as Mexico. Argentina, and the Dominican Republic.™

regarding racia

For farge numbers of new arrivals today, the point of refer
ence seems to be the cultural sensibilities and social practices of
their more established co-ethnmics—ie., Larinos, Asians, Afro-
Caribbeans—rather than the standards of the increasingly more
remote middle-class, white, Protestant European Amwericans.

PHIE S PROGRESS T ASSUNDPTIONT A CRITIONL

Fhe foundational narratives of immigrant assimilation tyvpi-
cally depicted an upwardly mobile journev. The story was
clegant in its simplicity: the fonger immigrants were in the
United States. the betrer they would do in terms of schooling,
health, and income. As Robert Bellah once noted, *The United
States was planned for progress.”™ and cach wave of immigrants
was said to recapitulare rhis national destiny. This assumprion
needs rechinking in hight of new evidence. A number of scholars
from different disciphines using a variety of methods have iden-
tificd a somewhat disconcerting phenomenon. For many new
immigrant groups, length of residency i the United States
seems to be associated with declining health, school achieve-
ment, and aspirations.’!
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A recent darge-scale Nanonal Rescarch Council study con-
sidered a varieny of measures of physical health and risk behav-
tors among children and adolescents from immigrant familics—
including general health, learnmg disabilities, obesity, and
emotional ditticalties. The NRC researchers found that immi-
grant vouths tend ro be healchier than their counterparts trom
nonimugrant famiies. These findings are “counterinturtive in
fight of the racal and cethme mimority status, lower overall
socioeconomic status, and higher poverty rates of many immi-
grant children and families.”™ The NRC study also tound that
the longer immigrant vouths are in the United States, the poorer
their overall physical and psychological health. Furthermore,
the more “Americanized™ they became, the more likely they
were toengage inorisky behaviors such as substance abuse,
unprotecred sex, and delingueney (see figure 4). While the NRC
dara are himited, they nevertheless should be cause for reflec
tion.’

In the arca of education, sociologists Ruben Rumbaut and
\ejandro Portes surveved more than five thousand high-school
students in San Dicgo, Calitornia, and Dade County, Florida.
Rumbaut writes:

an important finding supportng our carlicr reported research is the
negative assoctation of length of residence m the United States with
both GPA and aspirations. Time in the Unired States is, as ex-
pected, strongly predictive of improved English reading skillss but
despite that seenming advantage, longer residence in the United
States and second generavon status [that is, bemg born o the
United States] are connected to declining academic achievement
and aspirations, net of other factors. ™

In a different voice, Reverend Virgil Elizondo, rector of the San
Fernando Cathedral in San Antonio, Texas, articulates this
same problem: 1 can well by looking in their eyves how long

thev've been heres They come sparkling with hope, and the firse
gencration finds hope rewarded. Their children’s eyes no longer
sparkle. ™

A number ot scholars are currently exploring the problem of
decline in schooling performance, health, and social adaptarion
of imnugrant children. Prelimimary research suggests that sev-
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financial resources, social class and educational background,
psychological and physical health, as well as social supports—
have a clear influence on the immigrant experience. Legal
status (documented versus undocumented immigrant), race, color,
and language also mediate how children and families manage
the upheavals of immigration. Fconomic opportunities and neigh-
borhood characteristics—including the quality of schools where
immigrants settle, racial and class segregation, neighborhood
decay, and violence—all contribute significantly to the adapta-
tion process. Anti-immigrant sentiment and racism also play a
role. These factors combine in ways that seem to lead to very
different long-term outcomes. Until better longitudinal data are
available, 1t 1s no longer safe to assume that immigration inevi-
tably leads to measurable progress.

[ndeed, it may be wise to think about what is taking place
today i the United States as two very distinct migratory for-
mations—formations that have different causes and generate
divergent outcomes. In the long term, these distinct dynamics
may turn out to be quite different from what we have seen in
the field of immigration before.

Utopia
One migratory formation is made up of highly educated, highly
skilled workers drawn by the explosive growth in the knowl-
edge-intensive sectors of the economy. These immigrants thrive.
They are among the best-educated and most skilled people in
the United States. Immigrants today are overrepresented in the
category of people with doctorates. Fully half of all entering
phvsics graduate students in 1998 were foreign-born.* Thirty-
two percent of all scientists and engineers working in California’s
tamed Silicon Valley are immigrants.’ Roughly a third of all
Nobel Prize winners in the United States have been immigrants.
In 1999, all (100 percent!} U.S. winners of the Nobel Prize were
immigrants. Perhaps with the exception of the highly educated
immigrants and refugees escaping Nazi Europe, immigrants in
the past tended to be more uniformly poorly educated and
rclatively unskilled than they are today.*

These immigrants are likely to settle in safe middle-class
suburban neighborhoods—the kinds of neighborhoods that tend
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o have berrer schools, Ther children, nor surprisingly, are
outperforming nagve born children i rerms ot grades, as win-
ners of the naron’s most DIeSBIIons soience C()H\P(‘riri(m\. and
as freshmen mothe nation’™s most exclusiee colleges—rtwo of the
three top Inrel Science prizes i March of 2000 went o immi
arant vourhs, hese lnghiv cducated and shatled immigrants are
rapidiy moving o the more desirabic sectors of the 1S,
cconomiv, generaiby byvpassine the tradinonal rransgenerational
vivodes o immuierant stitos nrobalinty. S Never e the history of
Liss mmigratnion have so mam imanigrants done so well so
fast. For themo minmigraoon means Utopia reahized.

crominratory fornsation somade up ot darge numbers of

poorh cduca

Cunskied workers—many of them m the Uniced

States withour proper documentation (e as iliegal alionsi.

Phese mimigrants come o survive=—some are escaping ¢cono-
mics that more or less Throke™ durimg elobal restructuring:
others are cseaping violence or war. They are workers drawn
by the service sector of the S0 cconomy where there seems to
boean msanabie appetie for foraign workers, They ovpically
cnd up o penri pad gobs that otfer no msurance or basic

satcties and no pronuse of upward mobihiny

Fhese mmmigrants rond to serdde moareas of deep poverty and
racial searceanion. Congentrated poverty s assoctated with the

“disapprarance ot meamneiul work opportumties.™™ Young

1

sters mesuch nerzhborhoods are chronically inderemployved or

memploved and must scanch for work elsewhere, Insuch netgh

e
borhoads, with fewe opportumtios i rhe formal cconomy, un
derground or mtormai activities tend to Hourish, These kinds of
coonomics often imvolve the rrade of allenal substances and are
associated with canes and neishborhood violence. This ethos s
the primary pormit of reference for many poor immigrant chil-
dren of color today.

|

When povertv s combimed with racial segregation, the out-
i !

thueir personal traits

comes can be devastaning: no matter what
or characierisnies, people who grow up and live i environ-

ments of concenirared poverte and raaal solation are more
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likely ro become teenage mothers, drop out of school, achieve
only low levels of educavion, and carn lower adult incomes,”
One hundred vears ago, low-skilled immigrant workers with

very dittle formal schooling could, through floor-<hop maobilite,
attain living wages and a comtforrable fitestvle. Todav's global
cconomy is unforgiving of immigrants withour skills and cre

dentia

. Furthermore, fow-skill service jobs nor only icad no
where in the statas hierarchy but also tail to provide for the
basic needs of a family. Indeed, new research suggests that
among new mmmigrants, a genceral patrern of declining returns
on cducation means that with more schooling they will be
gerting tewer rewards in the post-educational opportanity siruc
ture than ever betore in the history ot ULS mimigranion.” The
high-school graduare who bypasses college and enters the
worktorce with no special skitis has onlv a limited advantage
over the high-school dropout.®

Poor, low-skilled immigrants of color have few options but to
send their children to schools located m drug-, prostitution-,
and gang-intested ne

ghborhoods.” All oo many immigrant

schools can only be characterized as sites overwhelmed by a

“culture of viofence.™ Many newlhy arrived immigrant vourhs
find themselves deeply marginalized in toxic schools that ofter
inferior education.”

In the fong term. many immigrant vouths of color coming
from tow-skilled and poorly cducated backgrounds will face
serious odds. Intense segregation, inferior schools, violent neigh
borhoods, strectural and mterpersonal racism-—all co-conspire
to snuft the mmmigrants” most prectous asset: hope and opti
mism about the furure.

i

CULTURE AND ASSINHLATIOND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

This Tatest wave of immigracion has rekindled the ciernal
American debate about the Tong-term consequences of large-

scale immigration. Some worry about the economic mmplica-
tions, while many others have focused on its cultural implica-
vons. | turn now to some of these cultural concerns because, |
think, they rest on a somewhar Hawed understanding of cal-

rure.
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Analyticallv, it is somerimes useful to differentiate berween
two broad spheres of culture: “instrumentat culture™ and “ex-
pressive culture.” By mstrumental culture, 1T mean the skills,
campetencies, and social behaviors thar are required suceesss
fully to make a living and contribure to soctety. By expressive
culture, 1 mean the realm of values, worldviews, and the pat-
terning of interpersonal relations that give meaning and sustain
the sense ot selt. Taken together, these qualities of culrure
generate shared meanings and undersrandings, and a sense of
belonging. In sum, the sense of who vou are and where vou
belong is deeply patterned by these gualities of cultare.

In the instrumental realm, there is arguably a worldwide
convergence in the skills thar are needed to function in roday’s
global cconomy. Whether in Los Angeles, Lima, or Lagos, the
skills that are needed 1o thrive in the global ecconomy are in
fundamental respeces the same. These mclude communicartion,
higher-order symbolic and technical skills as well as habirs of
work, and interpersonal talents that are common in any cosmo-
politan sctting.

Immigrant parents are very much aware that if their children
are to thrive they must acquire these skills, Indeed, immigrarion
for many parents represents nothing more, and nothing less,
than the opportunity to offer children access to these skills,
Indeed. we have vet to meet an immigrant parent who tells us
that he does not want his daughter to learn English or to
acquire the skills and work habits that will prepare her for a
successtul career whether in the Unired States or “back home.™

While immigrant parents encourage their children to culu-
vate the “instrumental™ aspeets of culture in the new setting,
they are decidedly more ambivalent about their children’s cx-
posure to some of the “expressive™ elements of culture in the
new fand. During the course of our research, it has not been
difficult to detect that many immigrant parents strongly resist
a whole array of cultural models and social practices in Ameri-
can vourh culture thar they consider highly undesirable. These
include cultural artitudes and behoviors that are anti-schooling
(“school is boring™ and anti-au:horiry, the glorification of
violence, and sexually precocious behaviors. Many immigrant
parents reject and resist this form of acculruration.
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Henceo 1 clmm thar the mcantanion of many observers-—
“acculrorate. acculturare, acculturare” - needs rethinkng,
acculturation iy superticiafly defined as acquiring linguisoe
Sl ob slallsyand participation in the political process, then
there s o universal consensus on these shared goals. It, on the
other hand, we choose a broader detimition of assimilation and
wenltnranon as also including the realm ot values, worldviews.,
md mrerpersonal relations, then a worthy dehare ensues,

the tiese assue thar needs amrmg s the hasic question ot

accniturarmg to wharz™ American society is no Jonger, f it
cver was, a uniform or coherenr svsiem. Given their diverse
orrgms, Hnandal resources, and social networks, immigrants
e up gravitating toward very ditferent sectors of American
caciers . While some are able to jom inregrated well-ro-do neigh-
norhoods, the majority of today’s immigrants come to expers
cnce Amnerican culrure from the vantage powt of poor urban
setrings. Limired cconomic opporrunities, toxic schools, cthni
renstons, violence, drugs, and gangs characrerize many or these
setrings. Lhe stracrural equalivies fonnd in what some <ocial
led “American Apartheid™ are imphicated m

theorists have ca
the creation of a cultural ethos ot ambivalence, pessimism, and
despair, Acking immigrant vourhs to give up their values,
worldvicws, and mterpersonal refations to join this ethos is a
formula for disaseer!

for those minngrants who come mto mmnimate contact with
middie-class mamsoream culture, other rrade-offs will be re
quired. As onr Jata suggest, immigrant children of color per

ceve thar mamstream Americans do nor welcome them and,
indeed, disparage them as not deserving to partake m the
American dream. Identitving wholeheartedly wirth a culrare
that rejects vou has s psvchological coses, usnally paid in the
curreney of shames doubr. and even self-hatred.

Bur cven it the new immigrants were unambivalendy em-
braced by onddle-class mainstream Americans, it is far trom
clear thar mmucking rheir behaviors would prove ro be i the
v for immigrants of color. Mam

long rerm an adapuive strare
stream mpddie-class chldren are protecred by social satery ners

thot give them Teeway to experiment with an array of distopic
1

haviors thor can mclade dries, sexs and alcohol. On the other



22 Marcelo M. Sudrez-Orozco

hand, for many immigrant vouths, withour robust sociocco
nomic and cultural satety nets, engaging in such behaviors is a
high-stakes proposition in which one mistake can have litelong
conscquences. While a white middle-class vouth caught in pos-
session of drugs s dikely to be referred to counseling and
rehabihration, an immigrant vouth convicted of the same of-
fense is hkelyv to be deported.

The current wave of immigration involves people from fan-
tastically diverse and heterogencous cultural backgrounds.
Beneath surface differences. a common grammar can be iden-
tified among groups as culturally distinet from cach other as
Chinese, Haitian, and Mexican immigrants. The importance of
family ties, the imporrance of hard work, and oprimism about
the future are examples of shared immigrant values.™

These three realms are aspects of culture that become high-
lighted and come ro the fore in the process of immigration.
Constder, for example, the case of strong family ties among
immigrants. Many immigrantes come trom culrures in which the
family system is an integral part of the person’s sense of self.
These tanuly ties play a eritical role in family reunification—an
mmportant force driving new immigration. Furthermore, once
immigrants settle, family ties are accentuated because immi-
gration poses many emotional and practical challenges forcing
immigrants to turn to one another for support.™

Hard work and optimism about the future are likewise cen-
tral te the immigrant’s raison detre. The immigrant’s most
fundamental motivation 1s to find a better life. mmigrants tend
to view hard work as essential to this project. The fact that
many immigrants will do the impossible jobs that narive work-
ers simply refuse to consider is an indication of just how hard
they are willing to work. Immigrant family ties, work cthie, and
optimism about the future are unique assers that should be
celebrated as adding ro the total cultural stock of the nation.

Immigration generates change. The immigrants themsclves
undergo a variery ot transtormations. Likewise, the immigra-
tion process inevitably changes the members of the domvinant
culture. In the United States today we cat, speak, and dance
dificrently from the way we did thirty vears ago, in part be-
cause of large-scale immigration. But change is never easy. The
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changes brought about by the new immigration require mutual
calibrations and negotiations.

Rarher than advocating that immigrant children abandon all
clements ot their culture as they embark on their uncertain
assimilarion journev, a more promising path is to cultivate and
nurture the emergence of new hybrid identities and bicultural
competencies.” These hvbrid cultural styles creatively blend
clements of the old culture with that of the new, unleashing new
energies and potentials.™

The skills and work habits that are required to thrive in the
new century are essential elements of assimilation. Immigrant
children, like all children, must develop this repertoire of instru-
mental skills. At the same time, maintaining a sense of belong
ing and social cohesion with their immigrant roots is equally
important. When immigrant children lose their expressive cul-
ture, social cohesion is weakened, parental authority is under-
mined, and interpersonal relations sufter. The unthinking call
for immigrant children to abandon their culture can only resule
in loss, anomie, and social disruption.

The model of unilincal assimilation—in which the bargain
was straightforward: please check all your cultural baggage
before vou pass through the Golden Gate—emerged in another
cra.” The voung nation, then, was eager to turn large numbers
of European immigrants into ioval citizen workers and consum-
ers. It was an era of nation-building and bounded national
projects.

But cven then, accounts of immigrants rushing in unison to
trade their culture for American culture were greatly exagger-
ated. German Americans, Italian Americans, and Irish Ameri-
cans have all left deep cultural imprints in the molding of
American culture. Fven among fifth-generation descendants of
the previous great wave of immigration, symbolic culture and
cthnicity remain an emotional gravitational field.*™

But bevond the argument that maintaining the expressive
elements of culture is symbolically important and strategic
from the point of view of social cohesion, there is another point
worth considering. In the global era, the tenets of unilineal
assimilation are no longer relevant. Today there are clear and
unequivocal advantages to being able to operate in multiple
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Ihasporas the product of the war in Indochma. The muthon or so Caonrral
Americans thar now make the Unired Stares chen home ared followng i
mtensitication of the U.S-backed counterinsurgency campaigns in FESalea
dor, Guatemala, and Nicaragua of the 1980,

Vogreat deal of cncrgy has gone e aseessing the connime conp e o

immigranon, and the rescarch tmdings are somewhat ambicuous. Indeed.
~ome ceonomists clam that the new i

they are otten contradictory-
arants area burden to taxpayvers and an overall negative intluence o rhe LS,
ceonomys others suggest thar they contimuce to be an important asset. A recent
study on the cconomic, demographic, and fiscal effects of immigranon hy the
National Research Council concludes: “immigration produces net cconomic
cans for domestie restdents.”™ Nanonal Rescardhy Counal, The New Aweri-
cans: Leonome, Dentographac, and Trecal Fffects o onnrgratior (W
ton, DLC National Academy Press, 1997003 For another pverview of i
grants and the cconomy, see George Bonas, Heaven's Door: Inpmigration
Potiey and the American Feonomy (Princeton, Nof: Princeron University
I)rk‘\\, I k)‘)‘/l.

shing-

National Research Council, The New Americans, 3.
Suares-Orazco and Suares-Ovrozco, Children of Inmugration.

“For arecent exquisite treatment of this narrative, see Riv-Ellen Prell, Frghting o
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Beacon Pressg 19990 Consider also the introductory paragraph on o eecent
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2000, A2,

‘Suarez-Orozeo and Suarcs-Orozcol Children of bnigration.
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iNew York: Cambridge Umiversioy Press, 19711
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Clnone such sites one of ot rescarch assistants found that boyvs sneak out of
school at noon to watch pornographic films at a shop across the street from
the sehools Many of these schools are dilapidated and unkempt. Violence is
pervasive. I clementary schooll a voung givl was found raped and mur-
dered an school premises. I another, an irate parent stabbed a reacher in
tront ot her studenes, i ver another school, just days atter the Columbine
incident, 2 che

vhombawas set off as one of onr rescarch assistants was con-
ducting i mterview. Inomany schoals there s tremendous ethnic tension. In
one of our sites, stadents regudarhy plav a game they call *Rice and Beans™
fAsian stadents versas Larino studentsy thae trequently deteriorates into
|‘h\ sical viofence, e NN STEeS nongrant students report M\mg m constant
tears they dread Tincly and class Changes as the hallways are sites of confron

ration and mumidanon, mcdudimg sexuat violence.

“Aricthnographic study of a number of imnugrant schools in Miami found that

three factors were consistently prosent in schools with “cultures of violence.™
Fiest, school officials rended 1o deny that the school had problems wich vie
lence or drags. Second, many ot the school staft memibers exhibited “non-car-
e behavior toward the students, Third, the schools took Tax school-secu-
v imeasures. See Mhchacl Collior, = Cultares of Violence in Miami-Dade Pab-
working paper of the Immigration and Fdhniciny Institute,

Florda Internavonal Untversiov, November 1998,

e Schools

Fhese sehools

trect the opportunities and expertences of msrigrant children in
several imupediate wavs, They wend o have linnted resources. Classrooms are
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woand obsoleres Many of the reachers may not have credentials i the sub

sand curricala
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Muarcelo M. Sudrez-Orozco

By unilnear assimitation T mean the sdea chae various mmigrant groups have
toHowed roughly a single path of assiiiation.

Bounded national projeces iy a counterpoint to the idea thar roday
ransnanonabism means, inter aliag chat natons are becoming increasingly
cimesiied o tanboimded,” to borrow Linda Basch's word. Basch, Schiller,
and Blane, Nations Unbownd: Fransiational Projects, Postcolonia Predica-
srents, and Deteivitorialized Nation-States.

SSeey tor example, Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patack Movnithan, Bevond the
Melimg I'orcCambridge, Masses NI Press, 19701,

“Oscar Handhin, The Bprooted (Boston: Little, Brown, 19515,
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