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End of the Melting Pot?
The new wave of immigrants presents new challenges.

by ASHLEY PETTUS



I
n 1986, after receiving amnesty under the Immigration
Reform and Control Act, Jorge Montes began looking for
a good place to raise his family. He settled on Gainesville,
Georgia, a small manufacturing city outside Atlanta, be-
cause it reminded him of his hometown in Mexico. He
and his wife could a≠ord a decent house on his truck

driver’s wages, and the schools were good. His son studied
hard and became the star kicker on the Gainesville High
School football team, winning the admiration of native resi-
dents. Montes praised Gainesville and America for giving his
family a chance for a better life. “If you’re good people, if you
work hard,” he told National Public Radio (NPR) correspon-
dent and Harvard Nieman Fellow Claudio Sanchez, “every-
body is going to treat you good.”

In recent years, hundreds of thousands of immigrants, pri-
marily from Mexico, have followed the Montes family’s path

Clockwise from 
far left: A Mexican 
immigrant family
near their trailer in
the Rio Grande
Valley, Texas, in 
2004; in Cleburne,
Texas, a divorced, 
52-year-old Mexican 
immigrant father
greets his two 
daughters, ages 10
and 7; seven Mexican
immigrant children
inside an old mobile
home, where they
live with their 
single mother in
Mission, Texas.
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to Gainesville and similar destinations across the South, drawn
by an abundance of low-skill jobs and the relative safety of
small-town life. Their numbers have transformed the demo-
graphics of communities that have known little ethnic diversity
aside from the black-white divide. From 1990 to 2005, the num-
ber of Hispanics living legally or illegally in southern states
quadrupled, jumping to 2.4 million from 562,663, according to an
analysis of census data conducted by the sociology department

of Queens College of the City Univer-
sity of New York. Nationwide, the His-
panic population nearly doubled dur-
ing this period, going from 23 million to
43 million, according to the U.S. Census
Bureau. (Although “Hispanic” is the
term used more often in academic liter-
ature and in the eastern United States,
“Latino” is preferred in the West.)

In Gainesville, where immigrant
labor has reinvigorated the poultry-

processing industry, nearly 30 percent
of the 30,000 inhabitants today are for-
eign-born Mexicans. The speed of
change has strained public resources
and stoked native resentment, threat-
ening the goodwill that greeted earlier
newcomers like the Montes family. Let-
ters published in local newspapers ac-
cuse immigrants of “taking over”—of burdening schools and
welfare agencies, lowering wages, spreading crime, and “refusing
to learn English.”

The conflicts simmering in Gainesville and elsewhere across the
nation raise questions about the United States as an immigrant soci-
ety. Will the current tide of poor, low-skilled Hispanic labor mi-
grants (legal or not) gradually blend into the American mainstream
like their European predecessors? Or will they remain a growing but
segregated population, marginalized by race, class, language, and

culture? Has this country’s capacity to absorb the most vulnerable
foreigners diminished during the past 50 years, or are we simply
witnessing the pains of transition to a new stage of American diver-
sity? The research so far by Harvard scholars studying immigration
o≠ers reasons for hope and concern in almost equal measure. 

Assimilation Then and Now

W
riting in the North American Review in 1891, Henry Cabot
Lodge, A.B. 1871, then a Republican congressman from
Massachusetts, warned that “immigration to this coun-

try is making its greatest relative increase from races most alien
to the body of the American people and from the lowest and
most illiterate classes among those races.” Lodge was referring
chiefly to Italians—but also to Poles, Russians, and Hungari-
ans—who, in his words, “represent the rudest form of labor” and
“reduce the rate of wages by ruinous competition.” He con-
cluded, “These are people whom it is very di∞cult to assimilate
and [who] do not promise well for the standard of civilization in
the United States.”

Between 1891 and 1920, an estimated 18 million immigrants, pri-
marily from southern and eastern Europe, arrived in the United
States with hopes for a better life. (Chinese immigration to the
United States had largely ceased after the 1882 Chinese Exclusion
Act; exclusion policies against Japanese began in 1900.) The ma-
jority were poor, non-English-speaking peasants who had only a
few years of schooling. Their “invasion” of the country’s industri-
alizing cities provoked widespread fears of social disorder and
cultural pollution. Yet less than a century later, the descendants

F
rom 1990 to 2005, the number of Hispanics living 

legally or illegally in southern states quadrupled,

jumping to 2.4 million from 562,663.

Left: An undocumented
Mexican immigrant
woman washes dishes 
in a restaurant in
Cleburne, Texas; her
next job left her perma-
nently disabled after a
forklift accident. Right:
A Nicaraguan immi-
grant who has been liv-
ing in the Unites States
for 10 years displays her
work permit.
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of these groups had become virtually indistinguishable from their
fellow white Americans—those of Irish, German, and Anglo-
Saxon stock. The successful Americanization of the “new eth-
nics,” as they were known in the mid-twentieth century, marked
the defining achievement of the melting pot ideal and provided a
standard for evaluating future immigrant groups.

In a controversial 2004 book, Who Are We? The Challenges to Amer-
ica’s National Identity, Weatherhead University Professor Samuel
Huntington o≠ered a bleak prognosis for recent immigration’s im-
pact on America. He argued that as assimilationist demands on
immigrants have declined since the 1960s (with the rise of multi-
culturalism and “group rights”), immigrants have had fewer incen-

tives to embrace an American identity: the extension of govern-
ment benefits to noncitizens and citizens alike, for example, has
diluted the significance of citizenship and deterred many immi-
grants from becoming naturalized Americans. Moreover, the rise
in transnational mobility and dual citizenship has enabled many
immigrants to remain emotionally and politically tied to their
home countries, while living (and earning) in the United States.

Huntington argued that Hispanic immigrants—Mexicans in
particular—pose the gravest threat to this country’s national co-
hesion. Their disproportionate numbers (in 2000, Mexicans ac-
counted for more than a quarter of the total foreign-born popula-
tion in the United States), regional concentration (primarily in

T
he debate over Hispanic assimilation in America has
tended to sidestep a troubling reality. In many of the
places where immigrants are making the deepest inroads,
native minorities—and low-income blacks, in particu-
lar—are losing ground. This equation has complicated

any clear liberal/conservative divide on the immigration question.
George Borjas, Scrivner professor of economics and public

policy at the Kennedy School of Government, has argued
forcefully for restricting the flow of poor labor migrants into
the United States. Using census data from 1960 to 2000, Bor-
jas links increased immigration, especially from Mexico, and
declining wages at the bottom rungs of the U.S. economy,
where native-born minorities are heavily concentrated. A 10
percent increase in the size of a given skill group, his data
show, reduces annual earnings of salaried workers in that
skill group by 7.1 percent. Borjas maintains that low-income
African Americans—particularly those without high-school
degrees—have been hardest hit by the influx of Mexican
workers into the labor force. As the earning prospects of un-
skilled blacks have gone down, crime has gone up. Borjas
graphed a correlation between a rise in immigration in the
1970s and an increased incarceration rate for African-Ameri-
can males.

Critics have challenged Borjas’s economic findings, and
some have even accused him of ethnic prejudice for deeming
Mexicans “less worthy” than other immigrant groups. (Borjas
himself is a first-generation Cuban immigrant.) But Borjas is
not alone in the view that immigration has adversely a≠ected
the most economically vulnerable African Americans. Sociol-
ogist William Julius Wilson—Geyser University Professor at
the Kennedy School—asserts that Hispanic immigrants have
undercut inner-city blacks in the low-wage labor market in
Chicago. In a 1988 survey of Chicago employers, conducted
for his 1996 book When Work Disappears, Wilson found that em-
ployers overwhelmingly preferred to hire immigrants for
entry-level positions over blacks—and especially over black
males. Racial stereotypes exert a powerful economic
influence in the low-wage service sector. “Because black
males are perceived as dangerous, belligerent, unreliable, and
somewhat lazy,” he says, “employers do not want them inter-
acting with consumers.” As long as there is a ready supply of
immigrant labor, employers will choose immigrants first.
Wilson notes that blacks fared somewhat better during the

economic boom of the late 1990s, when labor markets were
tight; but the slack labor markets since have favored em-
ployer preferences.

Social and economic tensions between blacks and Hispanics
have been growing in recent years, particularly in many of the
“new immigrant destinations.” In Georgia, the jobless rate for
black men is nearly triple that of Hispanic men, according to
labor statistics cited by the New York Times of October 3, 2006. In
Atkinson County, Georgia, more blacks than Hispanics fail to
meet minimum standards in the public schools. “If you have 10
factory openings, I would say Hispanics would get the major-
ity of the jobs now,” Joyce Taylor, the Atkinson County clerk,
who is black, told the Times. “And if you look at the little gro-
cery stores, there are more Hispanic businesses than black
businesses.” Interracial contact in these locales does not seem
to reduce frictions. A 2006 study published in the Journal of Poli-
tics found that neighborhood contact between blacks and His-
panics in Durham, North Carolina, intensified group stereo-
types and increased the likelihood that Hispanics would
identify themselves more with whites than with blacks.

Helen Marrow, a Ph.D. candidate in sociology and social pol-
icy, has been investigating the dynamics of black-Hispanic race
relations in the rural and small-town South. In places where
blacks form the majority, she finds, their economic resentment
of newcomers tends to be greater than in places where blacks
are in the minority. “Strength in numbers” applies in the politi-
cal context but not in the socioeconomic arena; a high propor-
tion of African Americans in a county, she concludes, exacer-
bates black-Hispanic tensions by elevating African Americans’
sense of individual and group-level threat. Marrow says her re-
search findings suggest “a fairly bleak scenario” for black-His-
panic socioeconomic conflict in such locales.

This disturbing trend has no easy solution. According to
Wilson, black leaders are ambivalent about how to address
the perceived threat from Hispanic immigration. On the one
hand, they identify with immigrants—many of whom are
poor people of color—and they are opposed to discrimination;
but, at the same time, they perceive the negative impact that
immigrants are having on low-wage blacks. Wilson himself
says that, although he doesn’t agree with the “conservative re-
strictionist position,” he would like to see “a humane immi-
gration policy that is more likely to help workers in this coun-
try than hurt them.”

Friction at the Entry Level



the Southwest), and proximity to their country of origin, he
maintained, di≠erentiate them from immigrant groups of the past
as well as more recent immigrants from Asia and elsewhere. He
pointed to the retention of Spanish fluency within the second and
third generations, combined with a high poverty rate and rela-
tively low educational attainment, as evidence of Mexicans’ non-
assimilation. If immigration from Mexico were to stop abruptly,
he contended, “the possibility of a de facto split between a pre-
dominantly Spanish-speaking America and English-speaking
America would disappear and with it a major potential threat to
the cultural and possibly political integrity of the United States.”

Huntington’s book spurred heated debate, with critics across
the political spectrum objecting to its “monolithic” view of Ameri-
can identity and “alarmist” predictions about Hispanicization. Yet
the comparative framework Huntington employed remains a use-
ful tool for understanding the contemporary immigrant experi-
ence—and more specifically, for considering how changes in the
paths to mobility and in the pace of immigrant flows over the past
century have shaped the prospects of the newest Americans.

A Steeper Economic Climb

T
he social and economic ascent of America’s European
“ethnics” relied on a number of historical developments that
are unlikely to reappear in the current immigration era. The

first was legislative. In the early 1920s, an intensifying climate of
nativist resentment pressured Congress to reduce the flow of
“racially undesirable” foreigners into the United States. The Im-
migration Act of 1924 established strict quotas favoring northern

and western Europeans over southern and eastern Europeans
and excluding all Asians. These restrictions ushered in a more
than 30-year hiatus in immigration that served to diminish the
visible boundaries between immigrants’ descendants and the na-
tive mainstream. “In the absence of appreciable numbers of new
arrivals,” explains professor of sociology Mary Waters, a special-
ist in the study of immigration, “successive generations of accul-
turated Americans—not unassimilated greenhorns—became the
majority among the new ethnics.”

This pause in immigration ended with the 1965 Hart-Celler
Immigration Reform Act, which overturned the policy of racial
preferences and opened the doors to large-scale immigration
from the developing world. Since the late 1960s, the tide of new-
comers from Latin America, Asia, and the West Indies has con-
tinued unabated, ensuring a constant replenishment of newcom-
ers. For these groups, the noticeable signs of “otherness”—such
as speaking a foreign language, occupational specialization, and
residential concentration—have not dissipated as they did for
their European predecessors, regardless of the degree of assimila-
tion taking place in second and third generations.

Economic factors have also contributed to di≠erences in the
paths to assimilation for past and present immigrant groups. The
children and grandchildren of the European immigrants who ar-
rived at the turn of the twentieth century directly benefited
from the growth in well-paying manufacturing jobs that fol-
lowed World War II. Between 1947 and 1973, average weekly
earnings in the United States increased by 60 percent, and in-
come inequality declined. Working-class families with stable

unionized jobs held a ticket to
a middle-class lifestyle. “They
were on an escalator that was
going up,” Waters explains.
“So even if their children didn’t
move up the professional lad-
der, blue-collar jobs were ex-
panding and wages were ris-
ing, which ensured that the
younger generation would earn
more than their parents.”

This formula began to break
down with the onset of eco-
nomic restructuring in the late
1970s. As the country shifted
from a manufacturing to a 
predominantly service-based
economy, working-class assur-
ances diminished and inequal-
ity increased. During the 1980s,
the average real wages of male
high-school dropouts fell by 18
percent, and male high-school
graduates su≠ered a more than
13 percent loss in real earnings.

C
ontemporary immigrants must achieve in one 

generation what past immigrants took three or more 

generations to accomplish—namely, a college education.

A United States Border 
Patrol agent leads illegal 
immigrants from a mesquite 
forest after detaining them near
the Mexican border outside
Laredo, Texas, in July 2001. JO
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Only those with a master’s degree or higher saw an increase in
inflation-adjusted earnings.

The growing importance of professional skills in the new
economy has meant that contemporary immigrants face a much
steeper climb into the middle class. They must achieve in one
generation what past immigrants took three or more generations
to accomplish—namely, a college education. As Waters puts it,
“The second generation must vault from their parents’ lower-
level service jobs and education to a completed college [degree].”
This harsh economic reality has raised the stakes for an immi-
grant’s journey through the school system. 

The Educational Challenge

A
t the turn of the twentieth century, only an estimated 
3 percent of 17-year-olds in the United States graduated from
high school, according to Patricia Albjerg Graham, Warren

research professor of the history of American education and for-
mer dean of the Graduate School of Education. Schooling was con-
sidered completed by the eighth grade, and for the large majority
of the population there was little need to go any further. Gra-
ham—the granddaughter of a first-generation Danish immi-
grant—relates that her father was the only one among his sisters
and brothers to finish the eighth grade. “But all of his siblings
managed to have a middle-class life,” she says. “And they all left
their children something.”

The focus of public schools in the late 1800s and early 1900s
was to develop virtuous and hardworking Americans who

would meet the requirements of
a rapidly urbanizing society. In
the words of a New York City
school superintendent quoted
in Graham’s 2005 book, Schooling
America, the goal of school “is to
teach an appreciation of the in-
stitutions of this country and an
absolute forgetfulness of all
obligations or connections with
other countries because of de-
scent or birth.” English language and literacy were paramount,
along with basic arithmetic and a heavy dose of civic virtues.
Schoolteachers and administrators understood that “a little but
not much knowledge would su∞ce for most”—immigrants and
natives alike.

In the current immigration era, schools have a far more ambi-
tious task to fulfill. “We’re now trying to keep in school for 12
years or more many people for whom this is an alien activity,”
Graham says, “particularly given the language barrier.” As stan-
dard education has become more skills-oriented to meet the de-
mands of the high-tech global economy, the student body has
become more diverse in terms of national origins, parental back-
ground, and socioeconomic status. English fluency is no longer
simply an end goal of schooling, but a requisite ingredient for
academic success in high school and beyond.

Schools receiving large numbers of immigrant students today

Left: Illegal immigrants 
leap the border fence near
Tijuana in 1991. Right: Near
Winterhaven, California, 
an official sign faces south to
warn illegal immigrants of
dangers in the desert trek—
heat, rugged terrain, 
rattlesnakes, lack of drinking
water, a chance of drowning in
a nearby canal—adding that it
is not worth the risk.
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face a daunting challenge, particularly given that many newcom-
ers arrive in their middle-school years (or older) with weak edu-
cational foundations, making rapid English acquisition di∞cult.
Moreover, for first-generation Hispanic children living in pre-
dominantly Spanish-speaking communities, there may be little
pressure or need to use English outside the classroom.

Claudio Sanchez, who reports on immigration and education
for National Public Radio, contrasts his own experience as a
Mexican immigrant attending high school in the Arizona bor-
der town of Nogales in the late 1960s with his observations of

immigrant students around the coun-
try today. “In our generation, we had to
lose Spanish to succeed,” he says. “The
goal was to speak English without an
accent.” Sanchez’s mother made a
point of ensuring that her children re-
tained Spanish, but she confined its
use to the home. “She was adamant

that we learn English fluently,” he says.
Ironically, in recent decades, as schools have become less coer-

cive and more accommodating in their approach to non-native
speakers, they have run the risk of culturally ghettoizing the
most at-risk immigrant groups. Sanchez describes how second-
generation Hispanic immigrant students, who often feel “es-
tranged from their parents and from the school culture,” find
refuge and a sense of identity in second-language programs that
physically set them apart from the rest of the school. “This can
lock them into a losing niche,” Sanchez points out. According to

T
he recent political sparring over immigration re-
form has included scant mention of cross-border diplo-
macy. Despite the growing interdependence of the U.S.
and Mexican economies over the past few decades, the
governments of the two nations have shown little inter-

est in cooperating on the thorny issue of human migration. A
brief look at the history of the Mexican-U.S. labor relationship
reveals a pattern of mutual economic opportunism, with only
rare moments of political negotiation.

The first significant wave of Mexican workers coming into the
United States began in the early years of the twentieth century,
following the curtailment of Japanese immigration in 1907 and
the consequent drying up of cheap Asian labor. The need for
Mexican labor increased sharply when the Unites States entered
World War I. The Mexican government agreed to export Mexi-
can workers as contract laborers to enable American workers to
fight overseas. After the war, an intensifying nativist climate led
to restrictive quotas on immigration from Europe and to the cre-
ation of the U.S. Border Patrol, aimed at cutting back the flow of

Mexicans. But economic demand for unskilled migrant workers
continued throughout the Roaring Twenties, encouraging Mexi-
can immigrants to cross the border—legally or not.

The Depression brought a temporary halt to the flow of Mexi-
can labor. During the early 1930s, Mexican workers—including
many legal residents—were rounded up and deported en masse
by federal authorities in cooperation with state and local
o∞cials. Mexicans became the convenient scapegoats for wide-
spread joblessness and budget shortages; as Douglas Massey,
Jorge Durand, and Nolan J. Malone point out in Beyond Smoke and
Mirrors (2002), Mexicans were accused, paradoxically, of both
“taking away jobs from Americans” and “living o≠ public relief.”

The demand for Mexican immigrants reemerged after Pearl Har-
bor, when the U.S. government sought an agreement with Mexico
to import large numbers of Mexican farm laborers. Known as
braceros, these workers would ensure the continued production of
the U.S. food supply during the war years. “It was Mexicans and
Rosie the Riveter who ran the American economy and enabled
American citizens to go to war,” explains vice provost for interna-

tional a≠airs Jorge Domínguez, Madero
professor of Mexican and Latin American
politics and economics.

Although intended as a wartime ar-
rangement, the Bracero program contin-
ued under pressure from U.S. growers,
who feared a continued labor shortage in
the booming postwar economy. Still, the
numbers of legal braceros fell short of de-
mand, and growers began regularly re-
cruiting undocumented workers to tend

I
ronically, as schools have become less coercive and 

more accommodating, they have run the risk of culturally

ghettoizing the most at-risk immigrant groups.

Uneasy Neighbors: A Brief History of Mexican-U.S. Migration

A 43-year-old migrant worker picking 
strawberries in Florida, 1997. Migrants have
long called strawberries frutas del diablo
(fruits of the devil) because picking them
ranks among the lowest-paid, most labor-
intensive types of farm work.JA
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recent statistics, Hispanic students make up 14.9 percent of
high-school students nationwide—and 28.3 percent of high-
school dropouts.

Class, race, and ethnic-group resources play an important role
in determining the paths available to immigrant youth as they
navigate the culture of school. The American sociologists Alejan-
dro Portes and Min Zhou have suggested that the strong kinship
ties of Chinese immigrants (and, in a similar sense, the religious
a∞liations of Koreans) may provide the second generation with a
protective advantage. By keeping children closely tied to the eth-
nic niche and allowing them to acculturate only selectively to the
American mainstream, these communities may give their chil-
dren a better means of getting ahead. By contrast, Portes and
Zhou argue, immigrant youth whose race and poverty link them
to native minorities (inner-city African Americans and native-
born Hispanics who have not done well)—and who simultane-
ously lack ethnic networks that can provide access to job oppor-
tunities—may experience assimilation as a path to permanent

disadvantage. Regardless of how acculturated they become,
these children may not even have the opportunity of gaining ac-
cess to the white mainstream; Americanization for them may
bring about their parents’ worst fears as they fall into an under-
class with no chance for advancement. 

Signs of Progress

G
iven the formidable obstacles to upward mobility,
the children of post-1965 immigrants nevertheless appear
to be making surprising headway in the United States. In

a forthcoming book, Second-Generation Advantage: The Children of
Immigrants Inherit the City, Mary Waters and coauthors Philip
Kasinitz, John Mollenkopf, and Jennifer Holdaway present the
results of a decade-long study of second-generation immi-
grants in New York City. Relying on a combination of extensive
face-to-face interviews and demographic indicators (such as
educational attainment, employment, income, voting patterns,
and religious a∞liation), they present an internally heteroge-

their fields. By the end of the Korean War, illegal immigration
had become a fixture of the U.S. agricultural economy—and
public sentiment had again turned restrictionist. In 1954, the
U.S. government responded with “Operation Wetback,” appre-
hending close to one million illegal workers. Meanwhile, to ap-
pease the growers, the Immigration and Naturalization Service
(INS) reprocessed many of these undocumented Mexicans and
returned them to the fields as legal braceros.

In the early 1960s, with the advent of the civil-rights move-
ment, public opinion began to view the Bracero system as ex-
ploitative and detrimental to the socioeconomic condition of
Mexican Americans. The government ended the program in
1964. But growers were still hooked. “The problem of Mexican
illegal immigration is born at the moment that the Bracero pro-
gram ends,” Domínguez explains. “[Mexicans] keep coming,
because the demand is still there.”

Following the Hart-Celler Immigration Reform Act of 1965,
which removed the racially based quotas on immigration set up
in the 1920s, Mexicans for the first time had to compete for
visas with immigrants from other areas of Latin America and
the Caribbean. Rapid population growth and declining eco-
nomic conditions in Mexico coincided with a reduction in the
legal cap on Mexican immigration beginning in 1968, causing
the numbers of undocumented workers to soar.

As the problem of illegal immigration worsened through the
recession-plagued 1970s, the prospect of diplomatic talks be-
tween Mexico and the United States grew less likely. The Mex-
ican government saw little to gain from cross-border negotia-
tions at a time when restrictionist voices in the United States
were gaining ground. As Domínguez explains, “[The Mexican
government] realized they had a stake in Mexicans going
abroad, exporting the underemployment problem.” They also
feared that any discussion with the United States would in-
volve “linkage”—that is, that the United States would tie trade
concessions to Mexico’s improved control of the border. This
pattern of political avoidance continued into the 1980s. In 1986,
when the United States passed the Immigration Reform and
Control Act (IRCA), “there was no Mexican government voice
in the process,” Domínguez points out.

The passage of the IRCA set the stage, many observers be-
lieve, for the enormous and entrenched problem of undocu-
mented immigrants that exists today. While granting amnesty
to 2.3 million Mexicans residing illegally in the United States,
the law began a process of border fortification and militariza-
tion that has had the opposite of its intended e≠ect. The idea of
building a wall—which began under the Clinton administra-
tion—turned a pattern of circular migration into one of perma-
nent settlement. “Now ‘Once I make it, I’m not going back,’ ”
Domínguez explains. As Princeton sociologist Douglas Massey
pointed out to the Senate Judiciary Committee in 2005: “From
1965 to 1985, 85 percent of undocumented entries from Mexico
were o≠set by departures and the net increase in the undocu-
mented population was small. The build-up of enforcement re-
sources at the border has not decreased the entry of migrants
so much as discouraged their return home.”

Ironically, while the ratification of the North American Free
Trade Agreement in 1994 heralded a new level of economic in-
tegration between Mexico and the United States, the question
of labor migration remained o≠ the table. “Even as binational
trade with Mexico grew by a factor of eight from 1986 to the
present,” Massey points out, “the Border Patrol’s enforcement
budget has increased by a factor of 10 and the number of o∞-
cers tripled. The U.S. Border Patrol is now the largest arms-
bearing branch of the U.S. government save the military itself,
with an annual budget of $1.4 billion.”

In 2000, a year in which both countries elected new presi-
dents, Mexico finally took the initiative to launch discussions
on immigration. President George W. Bush seemed open to a
policy along the lines of the Bracero agreement. “But the Mexi-
cans overreached,” Domínguez explains. “They wanted to deal
with everything, including the status of Mexicans already
here.” The United States said no, and after 9/11, the Bush ad-
ministration lost interest.

The recent stalemate in the U.S. debate on immigration reform
has stalled the possibility of diplomatic talks with Mexico, at least
for now. The United States may have to resolve its internal contra-
dictions on the subject of Mexican labor before any substantive
cooperation with the Mexican government can take place.



52 May -  June 2007

neous yet predominantly hopeful picture of immigrant assimi-
lation. On most measures of success, they find the children of
immigrants doing better than natives of the same race. West
Indians are surpassing African Americans, South Americans
and (to a lesser extent) Dominicans are doing better than
Puerto Ricans, while Russians and Chinese are on par with or
are outstripping the achievements of native whites.

The authors o≠er three explanations for the progress of sec-
ond-generation immigrants in the face of a di∞cult economic
and, for some groups, racially antagonistic environment. First
and foremost, they point out, immigrants are a highly selective
group. The act of moving from one nation to another, often with
few financial resources, requires an exceptional degree of drive,
courage, and resourcefulness. “There’s something special about
a person who’s willing to put up with everything you have to
put up with to be an immigrant,” Waters points out. Whatever
disadvantages first-generation immigrants may bring with them
(in terms of low education, low skills, low income, and lack of
English), they tend to instill a sense of purpose and ambition in
their children that promotes upward mobility. As Waters ex-
plains: “A Dominican father with a second-grade education who
does not speak English may look the same on paper as a Puerto
Rican father with a low education, but there are unmeasurable
qualities that immigrants have that may make them far more
e∞cacious parents for their children.”

Next, the authors find that second-generation immigrants have
been able to take advantage of civil-rights-era institutions, such as
a∞rmative action, that were originally designed to help African
Americans and Puerto Ricans. Being “racialized” as a member of a
minority group turns out to have positive as well as negative
e≠ects for immigrants. West Indians, for example, who on average
have more highly educated parents than native blacks and who are
part of a more self-selected group, have had greater success in
gaining admissions to colleges, even though they may live in the
same segregated, low-income neighborhoods as native blacks.
This country’s diversity policies have helped to speed the incorpo-
ration of Hispanics, West Indians, and Asians into the main-
stream, enabling them to leapfrog over native minorities. (Accord-
ing to a 2002 study, second-generation immigrants accounted for
approximately 40 percent of black students attending Harvard,
though they represent only 3 percent of blacks nationwide. See 
“‘Roots’ and Race,” September-October 2004, page 69.)

Finally, Waters and her coauthors suggest that second-gener-
ation immigrants gain important life skills by virtue of their
“betwixt and between” status. The respondents in the study
had the ability to move between worlds, choosing which as-
pects of their parents’ culture to retain as they navigated the
American mainstream. They didn’t succeed by remaining se-
questered in the ethnic niche, nor did they fall into a downward
assimilation trap through overly rapid Americanization, as ear-
lier theorists had predicted. Instead, their cultural mobility gave

them an edge in the highly competitive, multiethnic city. 
“We see no reason to worry about the Huntington points,” Wa-

ters says, commenting on her group’s study. “There’s universal
English fluency among the second generation and a little more
bilingualism among Spanish speakers. Overall, second-generation
immigrants are progressing due to their unique advantages.”

Yet Waters and her colleagues conducted their research in a
highly distinct setting. New York City is a place where the main-
stream is by definition multicultural, where identity politics
thrives, and where having immigrant parents is common. More-
over, the survey did not include Mexicans, the largest immigrant
group in the United States. The outlook seems less promising in
parts of the country that have little or no prior experience with
immigration, and where the term “immigrant” is largely synony-
mous with being Mexican and poor. 

The Power of Perception 

T
he city of yakima, Washington, sits two hours southeast
of Seattle in the center of the fertile Yakima Valley, one of the
nation’s largest fruit-producing areas. Large numbers of sea-

sonal labor migrants from Latin America—and primarily from Mi-
choacán, Mexico—began flowing into the area in the early 1980s.
After the 1986 amnesty, many undocumented workers settled in the
city permanently, and their family members soon joined them. Be-
tween 1990 and 2002, the Hispanic population of Yakima more than

tripled—from 8,900 to 27,000—to
approach nearly 40 percent of the
total. By 2008, Hispanics will form
the majority of the city.

The ethnic transformation of
Yakima has coincided with in-
creased income inequality. While
the agricultural elite actively re-

cruits Hispanic laborers, both legal and illegal, many middle- and
working-class residents fume at what they see as a growing tax
burden. Hispanics currently make up close to half the student pop-
ulation in local public schools (up from 29 percent in 1991), and
nearly 30 percent of Yakima’s students participate in a bilingual
program. Longtime inhabitants blame newcomers for clogging the
healthcare system, abusing welfare benefits, and fostering gangs.

Abby Williamson, a doctoral candidate in public policy at the
Kennedy School of Government, has been researching immigra-
tion’s impact on community relations in Yakima and other “new
immigrant destinations.” She finds that the speed of demo-
graphic change is a factor in the speed of local integration. Be-
cause large numbers of new immigrants continue to arrive in
Yakima, the perception of Mexicans as newcomers doesn’t
change, even as Mexican Americans begin to integrate and take
up leadership positions in the city. Williamson o≠ers the exam-
ple of a white working-class Yakima woman who had a child-
hood friend who was Latino. The woman says she never saw her
friend as “ethnically di≠erent,” but—as immigration to the city
has increased in recent years—she senses a change in herself.
Now when she goes to Wal-Mart, she finds herself getting an-
noyed when Mexican women don’t move their carts out of the
way. “I’m starting to think racially,” she says.

In places like Yakima and Gainesville, Georgia, the constant
replenishment of Mexican newcomers may threaten the progress
of those who have been in the country longer. The work of

N
ow, when she goes to Wal-Mart, she finds herself getting

annoyed when Mexican women don't move their carts out

of the way. "I'm starting to think racially," she says.



Mahzarin Banaji, Cabot professor of social ethics in the depart-
ment of psychology, has shown that people implicitly associate
certain groups with negative or positive attributes (such as
“American = white”) despite their own consciously held beliefs to
the contrary. Because the “primitive” brain specializes in quick
generalizations rather than subtle distinctions, people hold bi-
ases based on the broad patterns they see, rather than on indi-
viduals they know.

Professor of sociology Robert Sampson has observed this ten-
dency in action while conducting research on perceptions of
neighborhood disorder in Chicago. He found that people per-
ceive neighborhoods with racially diverse populations to have
higher levels of crime and weaker community bonds, regardless
of the actual conditions in those neighborhoods. “There’s some
kind of threshold for perceiving disorder based on the propor-
tion of immigrants and minorities in a given community,” Samp-
son says. “This is true for all people, we found, not just whites,
though the threshold is lower for whites.” 

The concentration of large numbers of newly arrived, low-in-
come, Spanish-speaking immigrants in a city, county, or region
feeds the anxieties of native whites (and, in some places, blacks
as well) and distorts the overall picture of Hispanic immigration.
Places like Yakima may become microcosms of Huntington’s vi-

sion of a bifurcated America if
the flow of immigrants con-
tinues to outstrip the capac-
ity of local communities to
adapt, not only economically,
but psychologically as well.

A
t the turn of the twentieth century, America faced a pro-
found crisis of identity. Streams of Europeans who didn’t
look, sound, or behave like Americans crowded into

chaotic city neighborhoods and took on low-paying, often dan-
gerous jobs. While industrialists profited, a growing clamor of
anti-immigrant voices accused foreigners of lowering wages,
threatening the social order, and undermining the country’s
racial standards.

The subsequent story of European assimilation o≠ers a mes-
sage of hope and caution for contemporary times. Between the
1920s and the 1970s the mainstream expanded to absorb new ele-
ments. The boundaries of “otherness” shifted far enough so that
Italian-Americans could a≠ord to rediscover their “ethnic roots”
from their secure position as fully “white” Americans.

It’s too soon to tell whether newer immigrant groups will make
a similar journey from the margins to the center of American soci-
ety. Some clearly have already forged upward paths by gaining ac-
cess to higher education and leaving their parents’ enclaves be-
hind. But for many others, the future will largely depend on the
success of policy e≠orts to slow the tide of immigration and ad-
dress the hard realities at the bottom rungs of the economy. “No-
body sets out to assimilate,” Mary Waters explains. “They set out
to have a better life. So they need to go to college, and then move
to a better house in a more integrated neighborhood. If economic
mobility is blocked, then all the small decisions are going to be
blocked, and you will have the formation of harder boundaries
around national origins than we’ve had before.”

Freelance writer Ashley Pettus ’87 lives in Cambridge.

At a 2006 rally in New York City,
immigrants and their supporters
marched, waved American 
flags, and voiced their demands.
An 18-month-old girl looks on
from behind a barricade.
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