Mexican Americans
and Immigrant Incorporation

Sociologists, public policy-makers, and the general public
usually try to anticipate how modern immigrants and their
descendants will become part of American society by
comparing their experiences to those of European immigrants
a century or more ago.

BY EDWARD E. TELLES

The Europeammerican experience of incor diversity are a very useful groug.heir multiple
poration is often described using the language ageinerations since immigration, variation in their
framework of “assimilation,” wherein immigrantsclass backgrounds, the kinds of cities and neighbor
or their descendants eventually become an indistimoods they grew up in, and their skin color may
guishable part of the dominant or mainstream-sooeveal much about diverse patterns of immigrant
ety. However an increasing number of sociologistgcorporation iPAmerican society todayJnlike the
argue that this may not always be true: todaystudy of most other non-European groups, the study
immigrants are far less homogenous and encourtéiMexicanAmericans allows analysts to examine
distinct circumstances and conditions when thdélye sociological outcomes of adults into the third
arrive in the U.S. and as they become part of #sd fourth generations since immigration.
society For example, unlike the immigration of pre
dominately low-skilled 'Europeans in'the late 19tSOME HISTORY
and early 20th centuries, todayimmigrants are
mostly from LatinrAmerica andAsia, they have var According to the U.S. Census Bureau, about 30
ied skills and educational backgrounds, and mamjllion people of Mexican origin currently live in
work in labor markets that f&r fewer opportunities the United &tes, and 13 million of them are immi
than beforeThe experience of todas/immigrants grants. Mexicans comprise the dast group of
with American society and culture, in other wordsmmigrants in the U.S.—28 percent—so what-hap
is more varied and uncertain than the old modgisns to them and their descendantgdhyr reflects
can allow what will happen to todag’immigrants in general.

At the extreme, pundits like political scientist ~ Moreover Mexicans have been “coming to
Samuel Huntington have qued that some newAmerica” for over 150 years (beformericans
immigrants have not assimilated (or will not assintame to them), and so there are several generations
ilate) and so they are a threatdmerican national of U.S.-born MexicamAmericans for us to study
unity. Similar, though usually more muted, claimglronically, analysts have mostly overlooked the
about immigrant assimilation often involve culturafact that Mexican immigration is part of the old, or
economic and political worries about the new immclassic, period of immigration—seen as primarily
grants, which incidentally were similar to thos&uropean—as well as the ng¢Wwach of these gen
raised during previous cycles of immigration. lerations, successively more removed from the first-
any case, a careful examination of the evidencegisneration immigrant experience, informs our
important in order to design appropriate immigrainderstanding of incorporation.
tion and immigrant incorporation policies. But first, we must start with approximately

For examining the full range and complexity 0100,000 Mexicans who instantly becafmericans
the contemporary incorporation process, Mexicdallowing the annexation of nearly half of Mexiso’
Americans, with their historysize, and internal one-time territory Since that yeaMexican imnmi
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2 MexicanAmericans and Immigrant Incorporation

gration has been continuous, with a spike from 19I0PHE M EXICAN AMERICAN STUDY

through 1930A second peak, beginning in 198
continues today %projECT, 1965 TO 2000

Mexico shares a 2,000-mile border with the ] )
United Sates. Until recentlyMexican immigration In 1993, my collaboratoiViima Ortiz, and |
has been lgely seasonal or cyclical and daty stumbled upon several dusty boxes containing the
undocumentedThe relative ease of entry and tighfuestionnaires for a 1965 representative survey of
restrictions set by the U.S. government on immiMexican Americans in LosAngeles and San
grant visas for Mexicans have created a steafijtonio. We believed that a follow up survey of
undocumented floywhich has increased in recenth€se respondents and their children would provide
years. Demographers estimate that 7 million undd fare but much-needed understanding of the-inter
umented Mexican immigrants now live in the U.Sgenerational incorporation experiences of the

The issue of race has also been important to t€XicanAmerican population. Indeed, based upon
Mexican American experience throughout historyhis data set, we initiated a 35-year longitudinal
The U.S. based its conquest of the formergﬁud_y In 2000, we set out to re-interview 684 of the
Mexican territory (the current U.S. Southwest) ofirviving respondents and 758 of their children.
ideas of manifest destiny and the racial inferiority of ~ The original respondents were fairly evenly
the area racially mixed inhabitantsThroughout divided into three generations: immigrants (1st-gen
the 19th and early 20th centuries, race-based rgEation), the children of immigrants (2nd), and the
soning was often used to segregate and lingi@ndchildren of immigrants (or later generations-
Mexican American mobility Howeverprior to the Since-immigration—the 3rd+)heir children, then,
civil rights movement, MexicaAmerican leaders are of the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th+ generations. Using
strategically emphasized their Spanish roots aHtgir responses from 2000, we examined change

sought a white status for the group to diminish théifross these four generations regarding education,
racial stigma. socioeconomic status, language, intermarriage, res

These leaders associated their belief in whitélential segregation, identjtgnd political participa
ness with the goal of middle-class assimilatioHON- _ _ _
which they saw as possible for groups like southern We found that MexicaPAmericans expei
and central Europeans, who were not consider@@ced a diverse pattern of incorporation in the late
fully white at the time. Indeed, historians like DavidOth century This included rapid assimilation on
Roediger show that EuropeAmericans were able SOme dimensions, slower assimilation and even eth
to become white and thus fully included imic persistence on others, and persistent socioeco
American society through state benefits, such B@mic disadvantage across generations.

homeownership subsidies, that wereyédy denied In terms of English language acquisition and
to African Americans. development of strondmerican identities, these

Mexican Americans didrt, howevey succeed Mexican Americans generally exhibit rapid and
in positioning themselves on the “white track.” Jifomplete assimilation by the second generation.
Crow-like segregation persisted against them untif€y show slower rates of assimilation on-lan
the 1960s, when a Chicano movement in resporéééde, religion, intermarriage, and residential-inte
to discrimination in education and other spac&gation, althoug_h patterns can also indicate substan
emeged among young MexicaAmericans. The tial ethnic persistence. For example, 36 percent of
movement encouraged ethnic and racial pride 4th generation continues to speak Spanish flu
opposing continued discrimination and exclusio®tly (although only 1 percent can read Spanish),
and drew on symbols of historic colonization. ~ a@nd 55 percent feel their ethnicity is very important

Only a few Mexicarmericans today can tracet0 them (but, often also feel that “beiAgerican”
their ancestry to the U.S. Southwest prior to 184§, very important to them). Spanish fluency clearly
when it was part of Mexico, but this experienc@fodes over each generation, but only slowly
arguably has implications for the Mexican-origin ~ The results for education and socioeconomic
population overallThis history of colonization andstatus show far more incomplete assimilation.
subsequent immigration, the persistence of racf¢hooling rapidly improves in the 2nd generation
stigmatization byAmerican society and the particucompared to the 1st but an educational gap with
lar demographics involved in Mexican immigratiomon-Hispanic whites remains in the 3rd and even by
and settlement make the MexicAmerican case the 4th and 5th generation among Mexican
unique and informative. Americans. (This stands in contrast to the European
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MexicanAmericans and Immigrant Incorporatio®

immigrants of the previous century who experits MexicanAmericans. Howeveibased on our in-
enced full educational assimilation by the 3rddepth interviews and other evidence, it seems that
Although we see that conditions for Mexicathis occurs through both personal and institutional
Americans in 2000 have reportedly improved fromacial discrimination as well as through the internal
their parents in 1965, the education and socioedration of a race-based stigma (which majedf
nomic status gap with non-Hispanic white
Americans remains lge, regardless of how many
generations they have been in the UlBe 2000
U.S. Census showed that, among 35 to 54 year ¢
born in the in the U.S., only 74 percent of Mexica
Americans had completed high school compared
90 percent of non-Hispanic whites, 84 percent
blacks, and 95 percent Akians.

The graph at right illustrates the contrastin
incorporation trajectories for Mexicaimericans
on Spanish language retention and educatidrile
we see a lgre gain in education between immi
grants and their 2nd-generation children, there is
slight decline in education to the 3rd and 4th gene
ation. Figure 1 also reveals a slow but certain line". =
trend toward universal English monolingualism. | - 2
other words, educational assimilation remains el seures Mexican American Study Froject (from multivariat
sive, but complete linguistic assimilation—or the
loss of Spanish bilingualism—is nearly reached Wije strategies and ambitions, especially during
the 5th generation. schooling). The geographical proximity of an

Indeed, consistent with at least a dozen othenderdeveloped and misunderstood Mexico and the
studies, our evidence suggests that when the edymersistent immigration of poorly educated (and
tion of parents and other factors are similar acrosfien undocumented) Mexican workers may also
generational groups, educational attainment actuadinforce the low status and the self-perceptions of
ly decreases in each subsequent generation. MexicanAmericans.

Low levels of education across generations

English manolingualism

e analysis among children)

THE CONTINUING IMPORTANCE also slows assimilation on other dimensions. Less-
educated MexicarAmericans of all generations
OF RACE AND ETHNICITY earn less, are in less prestigious occupations, and

are less likely to own their home than if they

A high percentage of the Mexic&mericans had more educatiomhey are also more likely
in our study claim a non-white racial identisven to live among, befriend, and marry other
into the 3rd and 4th generations, the majority s&gexican Americans; tend to have more chil
themselves as non-white and believe they adeen than their more-educated counterparts;
stereotyped because of their ancesigarly half are less likely to strongly identify as
report personal incidents of racial discriminatiorAmerican; are less likely to vote; and are more
Race continues to be important for them, anfkd to the Democratic party
Mexican continues to be a race-like category in the Finally, the lage size and urban concentration
popular imagination in much of the Southwest. lof this population facilitates in-group interaction
addition, the predominance and undocumented si&d limits exposure to out-group members. It also
tus of Mexican immigration coupled with ¢@ provides a lage market for Spanish language
doses of anti-Mexican nativism may stigmatize athedia. Along with these, the continuous flow of
members of the group, whether immigrant or U.Smmigrants from Mexico reinforces Spanish -an
born. guage fluency and use and provides incentives for

In many places, MexicaAmericans are inter |ater generation Mexicamericans to continue
mediate in the racial hierarchgituated between speaking SpanisiAlso, the common use of Spanish
whites and blacks (and newly arrived Mexicalanguage may raise nativist ire, which, in turn, may
immigrants). Our survey did not directly examingharpen ethnic and racial identities for later genera
the process through which race or racial stigma lition MexicanAmericans.
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4 MexicanAmericans and Immigrant Incorporation

LESSONS FOR IMMIGRANT sions like retaining an ethnic language and inereas
INCORPORATION ing intermarriage, at the same time that there is

rapid assimilation on learning English or no assim
] ] ] ) _ilation on educational attainment after the 2nd-gen
The MexicanAmerican incorporation experi eration.
ence is not easy to sum up or generalize. But in The study of MexicaAmericans also points to
many ways, that is precisely the poifite findings the importance of looking at the diversity of the
from the MexicamAmerican $udy Project demon jmmigrant incorporation experience within groups.
strate a range of outcomes and experieniteste previous findings mostly compare group averages
are dimensions on which MexicaAmericans o statistical distributionswWe find, for example,
assimilate as would be expected by the traditionght MexicanAmericans in the second generation
(and most optimistic) theorieét the same time, gnd beyond have lower educational levels and are
there are other domains in which their experienceggyre likely to end up with working class jobs than
one of limited assimilation and even ethnic persigiiher groups. But, we also found a diversity of-eco
ence. Particularly problematic is their experience {ymic experiences among Mexicamericans,
the educational realm, which leads to persistaiinging from a few who move into the middle class
socio-economic disadvantage across generatiogsg fall out of the ethnic community to others who

Racial diferences and stigmas can further €oRye poor and are strongly rooted in the ethnic-com
tribute to these disadvantages, though the persignity, even into the 4th generation.

ence of linguistic and other ethnic fdifences may We often foget about the importance of histo
be beneficial in other ways. _ ry. This is understandable since many immigrant

Perhaps because of immigratismwentrality to groups arrived at a specific time point so most
the economy and social policies regarding iMMyroup members experienced the same historical
grant incorporation, the heated immigration debatggents, Most Italians that came to the Unitéates,
today are lagely about whether or how long it willfor example, arrived in the first fifteen years of the
take the descendants of immigrants to assimilategif century and experiencédbrid War | as imm
terms of schooling and the job market. In framingrants World War Il as 2nd-generation ethnics, and
the debates about immigrant incorporation simphs 3rd-generation Italighmericans fully integrated
in these terms, we have neglected other dimensighg theAmerican mainstream by the 1970s.
of that processThe MexicanAmerican case clearly For MexicanAmericans, though, successive
demonstrates the multifaceted nature of the incorgayes of immigrants have led to generations that
ration experience. Moreoveit has clear implica experienced diérent historical eventsive found
tions for howAmericans—scholars and policy makinat the experiences of incorporation for Mexican
ers as well as the lay public—think about thg&mericans depend Igely on where they are insert
their midst. _ disentangled generations-since-immigration from

For example, there is a tendency to exaggergftorical generations. By doing so, we found, for
the consistency of assimilation across dlmens_lor&amme’ that the educational gap with whites has
While examining the heterogeneous MexXicafeen narrowing for adults educated in the 1970s and
American population, we have shown that incerp@os compared to those educated at mid-century
ration on particular dimensions may dlr_ectljieat Spanish fluency has also diminished in recent
others and that the speed and direction of theg&ades for Mexicatmericans of comparable gen
dimensions may vary in unexpected ways. erations-since-immigratiorThese are both indiea

To be certain, we have found that educatidors of group assimilation over historical time,
affects nearly all other dimensions of assimilatiothough educational assimilation does not necessari
Moreover we have also found that residential intdy occur over generations-since-immigration.
gration is a key intermediate variable where low Connected with this is the importance of exam
education impedes orseability to aford housing in ining multiple generations and at ages when they
an integrated middle class neighborhood, which lrave completed their education and are well into
turn slows other dimensions such as intermarriageeir careers. Other empirical studies of incorpora
A generation laterchildren who grew up in inte tion have examined only the second generation that
grated neighborhoods and whose parents were ingae in their 20s at the oldest, compared to their
married are more likely to assimilate themselveisnmigrant parentsThis is lagely due to the policy-
There may also be gradual assimilation on dimerelated concerns of funders and researchers about
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MexicanAmericans and Immigrant Incorporatioh

how the children of the current wave of immigrantsitegrated workforce and populace to maintain its
are faring. Our respondents, though, include the 3rdernational edge.

and 4th generation as well and are in their 30s, 40s Perhaps the most basic and important lesson of
and 50s, ages when they are more likely to hatree MexicanAmerican incorporation experience,
formed families and to have already availed therthen, is the danger of trying to understand all immi
selves of the second chances #aerican society grants with a single, one-size-fits-all model.

often provides, including the GED and occupation

al skills training.This gives us a fuller picture ofRecommended Resources

incorporation. . _ _ Richard Alba and Victor Nee. Remaking the
Previous studies of incorporation have also  american Mainsgam.Assimilation andCon
generally overlooked local conteXtle also showed temporay Immigration (Harvard University
substantial variation in how Mexicaimericans Press, 2003)A modern theory of assimilation
growing up in LosAngeles and SaAntonio were based on new immigrant realities and an analy
incorporated. Overall, MexicaAmericans in San sis of oficial government data.
Antonio had more ethnic lifestyles and behaviorgyian Duncany. Joseph Hotz, andé&bhen JTrejo.
including retaining Spanish fluency into the thir “Hispanic’s in the U.S.’ Labor Market.” in

and fourth generation, but they were more political  n\arta Tienda and Faith Mitchell. eds.

ly conservative and identified as white to a greater Hispanics and the FutarofAmerica(National
extent than theiAngeleno counterparts. Howeyer Academies Press, 2006). Compares Mexican

educational disadvantage was similar in the two Americans to other Hispanic and non-Hispanic
urban areasvariations in urban contexts are likely groups over three generations using recent

to afect how some immigrants or groups of immi government data.

grants and their descendants incorporate into SO(N)ﬁlton M. Gordon.Assimilation inAmerican Life:
ty especially as some areas place greater demo The Role of Race, Religion and National

graphic or political pressures on assimilatibhese Origins (Oxford University Press, 1964Fhe

factors may help account for téifences in the classic statement on the many dimensions of
incorporation of MexicarAmericans compared 10 ascimilation in the UnitedtStes.

EuropeanAmericans, whose ancestors arrived hiliip Kasinitz, John Mollenkopf, Mary GVaters,
New York and other east coast cities. and Jennifer Holdawayinheriting the City:

Finally, many previous studies of incorporation  chjigren of Immigrants Come @fge (Russell
have emphasized a core to which immigrants and Sage Foundation Press, 2008)recent study
their descendants assimilate. But the case of fine children of immigrénts in NeVork City

Mexican Americans reminds us of the importance  ihat finds rapid assimilation for the second
of a long-standing MexicaAmerican core, which generation.

has aguably been a dominant model for aSSim”%lejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbalggacies:
tion for descendants of Mexican immigrants in ~ tpe $ory of the Immigrant Second Gener
many Southwest urban aredBhis ethnic-based ation. (University of California Press, 2001).
core represents models for Mexicamerican An analysis from the well-known Children of
incorporation including acceptable occupations or Immigrants Longitudinal Survey that shows
class positions as well as cultural styles and models \51ious paths of incorporation for the second

of political action. _ generation, including both upward and dewn
Americans like to repeat thmerican narra ward mobility

tive of immigrant success and assimilation, but th?favid R. RoedigerWorking Toward Whiteness:
story doesrt’ describe the experience of many o How Americas Immigrants Became White

todays immigrants. Even worse, 1o insist on the  (gasic Books, 2005)A historical work that
assimilation narrative as the story of all immigrants  gnows how previously-stigmatized European

ignores the need for policies that address the specif groups were accepted as part of the white
ic needs and situations of fifent groups of immi majority in the United Gtes.

grants.This neglect—born of a certain kind of his

torical optimism—comes at the peril of the lives dggdward E. Tellesis in the sociology department at
manyAmericans. But it also limits educational poliPrinceton UniversityHe is the author (witNilma
cies appropriate for themerican economywhich Ortiz) of Generations of Exclusion: Mexican
increasingly requires an educated, employed, affhericansAssimilation, and Race
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