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The New Second Generation:
Segmented Assimilation and Its Variants

By ALEJANDRO PORTES and MIN ZHOU

ABSTRACT: Post-1965 immigration to the United States has given
rise to a vigorous literature focused on adult newcomers. There is,
however, a growing new second generation whose prospects of adap-
tation cannot be gleaned from the experience of their parents or from
that of children of European immigrants arriving at the turn of the
century. We present data on the contemporary second generation and
review the challenges that it confronts in seeking adaptation to
American society. The concept of segmented assimilation is intro-
duced to describe the diverse possible outcomes of this process of
adaptation. The concept of modes of incorporation is used for devel-
oping a typology of vulnerability and resources affecting such out-
comes. Empirical case studies illustrate the theory and highlight
consequences of the different contextual situations facing today’s
second generation.
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THE NEW SECOND GENERATION

My name is Herb

and I'm not poor;

I'm the Herbie that you’re looking for,
like Pepsi,

a new generation

of Haitian determination—

I’'m the Herbie that you’re looking for.

A beat tapped with bare hands, a
few dance steps, and the Haitian
kid was rapping. His song, titled
“Straight Out of Haiti,” was being
performed at Edison High, a school
that sits astride Little Haiti and Lib-
erty City, the largest black area of
Miami. The lyrics captured well the
distinct outlook of his immigrant
community. The panorama of Little
Haiti contrasts sharply with the
bleak inner city. In Miami’s Little
Haiti, the storefronts leap out at the
passersby. Bright blues, reds, and or-
anges vibrate to Haitian merengue
blaring from sidewalk speakers. Yet,
behind the gay Caribbean exteriors,
a struggle goes on that will define the
future of this community. As we will
see later on, it involves the second
generation—children like Herbie—
subject to conflicting pressure from
parents and peers and to pervasive
outside discrimination.

Growing up in an immigrant fam-
ily has always been difficult, as indi-
viduals are torn by conflicting social
and cultural demands while they face
the challenge of entry into an unfa-
miliar and frequently hostile world.
And yet the difficulties are not al-
ways the same. The process of grow-
ing up American oscillates between
smooth acceptance and traumatic

1. Alejandro Portes and Alex Stepick, City
on the Edge: The Transformation of Miami
(Berkeley: University of California Press,
1993), chap. 8.
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confrontation depending on the char-
acteristics that immigrants and their
children bring along and the social
context that receives them. In this
article, we explore some of these fac-
tors and their bearing on the process
of social adaptation of the immigrant
second generation. We propose a con-
ceptual framework for understand-
ing this process and illustrate it with
selected ethnographic material and
survey data from a recent survey of
children of immigrants.

Research on the new immigration
—that which arose after the passage
of the 1965 Immigration Act—has
been focused almost exclusively on
the first generation, that is, on adult
men and women coming to the
United States in search of work or to
escape political persecution. Little
noticed until recently is the fact that
the foreign-born inflow has been rap-
idly evolving from single adult indi-
viduals to entire family groups, in-
cluding infant children and those born
to immigrants in the United States.
By 1980, 10 percent of dependent chil-
dren in households counted by the
census were second-generation im-
migrants.” In the late 1980s, another
study put the number of students in
kindergarten through twelfth grade
in American schools who spoke a lan-

2. Defined as native-born children with at
least one foreign-born parent or children born
abroad who came to the United States before
age 12. See Leif Jensen, Children of the New
Immigration: A Comparative Analysis of To-
day’s Second Generation, paper commissioned
by the Children of Immigrants Research Proj-
ect, Department of Sociology, Johns Hopkins
University, reprinted as Institute for Policy
Research and Evaluation Working Paper no.
1990-32 (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University, Aug. 1990).
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guage other than English at home at
3 to 5 million.?

The great deal of research and the-
orizing on post-1965 immigration of-
fers only tentative guidance on the
prospects and paths of adaptation of
the second generation because the
outlook of this group can be very dif-
ferent from that of their immigrant
parents. For example, it is generally
accepted among immigration theorists
that entry-level menial jobs are per-
formed without hesitation by newly
arrived immigrants but are com-
monly shunned by their U.S.-reared
offspring. This disjuncture gives rise
to a race between the social and eco-
nomic progress of first-generation
immigrants and the material condi-
tions and career prospects that their
American children grow to expect.*

Nor does the existing literature on
second-generation adaptation, based
as it is on the experience of descen-
dants of pre-World War I immigrants,
offer much guidance for the under-
standing of contemporary events.
The last sociological study of children
of immigrants was Irving Child’s Ital-
ian or American? The Second Genera-
tion in Conflict, published fifty years
ago.’ Conditions at the time were
quite different from those confront-
ing settled immigrant groups today.

3. Joan N. First and John W. Carrera, New
Voices: Immigrant Students in U.S. Public
Schools (Boston: National Coalition of Advo-
cates for Students, 1988).

4. Michael Piore, Birds of Passage (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Her-
bert Gans, “Second-Generation Decline: Sce-
narios for the Economic and Ethnic Futures of
the Post-1965 American Immigrants,” Ethnic
and Racial Studies 15:173-92 (Apr. 1992).

5. Irving L. Child, Italian or American?
The Second Generation in Conflict (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1943).
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Two such differences deserve special
mention. First, descendants of Euro-
pean immigrants who confronted the
dilemmas of conflicting cultures were
uniformly white. Even if of a some-
what darker hue than the natives,
their skin color reduced a major bar-
rier to entry into the American main-
stream. For this reason, the process
of assimilation depended largely on
individual decisions to leave the im-
migrant culture behind and embrace
American ways. Such an advantage
obviously does not exist for the black,
Asian, and mestizo children of to-
day’s immigrants.

Second, the structure of economic
opportunities has also changed. Fifty
years ago, the United States was the
premier industrial power in the
world, and its diversified industrial
labor requirements offered to the sec-
ond generation the opportunity to
move up gradually through better-
paid occupations while remaining
part of the working class. Such oppor-
tunities have increasingly disap-
peared in recent years following a
rapid process of national deindustri-
alization and global industrial re-
structuring. This process has left en-
trants to the American labor force
confronting a widening gap between
the minimally paid menial jobs that
immigrants commonly accept and
the high-tech and professional occu-
pations requiring college degrees
that native elites occupy.® The grad-
ual disappearance of intermediate

6. See, for example, Saskia Sassen, “Chang-
ing Composition and Labor Market Location of
Hispanic Immigrants in New York City, 1960-
1980,” in Hispanics in the U.S. Economy, ed.
George J. Borjas and Marta Tienda (New York:
Academic Press, 1985), pp. 299-322.
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opportunities also bears directly on
the race between first-generation
economic progress and second-gener-
ation expectations, noted previously.

THE NEW AMERICANS
AT AGLANCE

Before examining this process in
detail, it is important to learn a little
more about today’s second genera-
tion. In 1990, the foreign-born popu-
lation of the United States reached
an estimated 21.2 million. In abso-
lute terms, this is the highest num-
ber in the history of the nation, al-
though relative to the native-born
population, the figure is lower than
that at the turn of the century. A
century ago, in 1890, immigrants
represented 14.8 percent of the total
population, almost double today’s fig-
ure of 8.6 percent. The foreign-stock
population, composed of immigrants
and their descendants, is, however,
much higher. In 1990, roughly 46 mil-
lion, or 18.5 percent of the total U.S.
population, were estimated to be of
foreign stock. This yields a net sec-
ond-generation total of 24.8 million,
or 10.9 percent of the American pop-
ulation.”

As an estimate of the new second
generation, this figure is inflated by
the presence of offspring of older im-
migrants. A team of demographers at
the Urban Institute have estimated
the contribution of post-1960 immi-
gration, including immigrants and
their children, to the total 1990 U.S.
population. According to their esti-

7. Jeffrey S. Passel and Barry Edmonston,
“Immigration and Race: Recent Trends in Im-
migration to the United States” (Paper no.

PRIP-UI-22, Urban Institute, May 1992),
tab. 2.
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mate, if immigration had been cut off
in 1960, the total population in 1990
would have been 223.4 million and
not the 248.7 actually counted. Hence
post-1960 immigration contributed
approximately 25.3 million. Sub-
tracting estimates of net immigra-
tion for 1960-90 provided by the same
researchers, the new second genera-
tion, formed by children of post-1960
immigrants, represents 7.7 million,
or 3.4 percent of the native-born pop-
ulation. This is a lower-bound esti-
mate based on a demographic model
and not on an actual count. It ex-
cludes children born to mixed for-
eign-native couples who are also nor-
mally counted as part of the second
generation.®

More important, however, is the
prospect for growth in future years.
Given the record increase of immi-
gration since 1960, the second gener-
ation as a whole is expected to grow
rapidly, surpassing its former peak of
roughly 28 million in 1940 sometime
during this decade. As noted pre-
viously, however, the racial and eth-
nic composition of the component of
the second generation attributable to
post-1960 immigration is quite dif-
ferent from that which peaked just
before World War II. Over 85 percent
of children of immigrants in 1940
were born to Europeans, or, in cur-
rent terminology, non-Hispanic
whites. By contrast, approximately
77 percent of post-1960 immigrants
are non-Europeans. Of the post-1960
immigrants, 22.4 percent are classi-

8. The new immigration is defined as that
which started after the 1965 Immigration Act.
Inclusion of 1960-65 immigrants in the totals
just mentioned leads to only a slight overcount

due to the relatively low numbers arriving
before passage of the act. See ibid., tab. 9.
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fied as Asians, 7.6 as blacks, and 47
percent as Hispanics. The latter group,
which originates in Mexico and other
Latin American countries, poses a
problem in terms of phenotypical
classification since Hispanics can be
of any race.’

According to the 1990 census, 51.7
percent of the 22.3 million Hispanics
counted were white, 3.4 percent
black, and 42.7 percent of another
race. The latter figure, possibly cor-
responding to the category of mixed
race, or mestizos, was slightly larger
among Mexicans, who constitute 60.4
percent of the total Hispanic popula-
tion. Applying these figures with
some adjustments to the post-1960
immigrant flow, it is reasonable to
assume that approximately half of
Hispanic immigrants would be clas-
sified as nonwhite. This phenotypical
category would hence comprise a ma-
jority, roughly 54 percent, of the total
inflow.?

Individual data from the 1990 cen-
sus have not been released as of this
writing. In an effort to learn more
about the new second generation,
Leif Jensen conducted an analysis of
the one-in-a-thousand version of the
Public Use Microdata Sample A
(PUMS) from the 1980 census. He
identified 3425 children living in
households with at least one foreign-
born parent and who themselves
were either native-born or had immi-
grated to the United States at a

9. Ibid.

10. U.S., Department of Commerce, Bu-
reau of the Census, Race by Hispanic Origin,
1990 Census of Population and Housing, spe-
cial tabulation prepared by the Ethnic and
Hispanic Branch (Washington, DC: U.S. De-
partment of Commerce, 1992).

young age."! The number represented
5.1 percent of native-born native-
parentage children identified in the
sample, a figure that is close to the
estimated contribution of post-1960
immigration to the 1980 U.S. popula-
tion, 5.8 percent.

The ethnic classification of Jen-
sen’s sample of new second-genera-
tion children in 1980 also corre-
sponds closely with that of post-1965
immigrants reported previously. In
Jensen’s sample, 17.9 percent were
classified as Asians, 6.8 percent as
blacks, and 45.5 percent as Hispan-
ics. The data do not provide a racial
breakdown of Hispanics, but they do
contain information on their national
origin. Sixty-five percent of the 1564
post-1965 Hispanic children were of
Mexican origin; 7.5 percent of Cuban
origin; and the remaining 27.5 per-
cent were from all other Latin Amer-
ican nationalities. Table 1 presents
selected sociodemographic charac-
teristics of this sample and compares
them with those of native-born chil-
dren of native parentage.

Not surprisingly, second-genera-
tion youths are far more likely to be
bilingual than their native-parent-
age counterparts. Less than half of
the children of immigrants speak En-
glish only, and two-thirds speak a
language other than English at home
in contrast with the overwhelming
English exclusivity among native-
parentage youth. However, linguistic
assimilation is evident in the fact
that only 12 percent of the second
generation reports speaking English
poorly. Households with immigrant
parents are far more likely to be

11. In most cases, before age 12. See Jen-
sen, Children of the New Immigration.
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TABLE 1
SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF POST-1965

SECOND-GENERATION YOUTHS AND NATIVE YOUTHS
OF NATIVE PARENTAGE, 1980 (Percentage unless noted)
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Post-1965 immigrant Parent

Native-born Parents

Children’s Characteristics (N =3,425) (N=67,193)
Female 46.8 47.4
Mean age 7.5 years 11.9 years
Race or ethnicity
White 274 78.9
Black 6.8 14.4
Hispanic 457 5.4
Mexican 29.7 3.3
Cuban 35 0.0
Other 12.5 21
Asian 19.5 05
Chinese 43 0.1
Filipino 5.1 0.1
Korean 2.6 0.0
Vietnamese 1.4 0.0
Other 6.1 0.3
English ability
Speaks English only 47.7 95.5
Very well 26.5 2.7
Well 13.8 1.3
Not well or not at all 12.0 0.5
Language spoken at home
English 33.6 94.9
Other 66.4 5.1
Household type
Couple 89.7 79.0
Single male head 1.5 27
Single female head 8.8 18.3
Area of residence
Central city 39.6 17.4
Non-central-city metropolitan area 48.4 49.8
Mixed 6.5 1.7
Nonmetropolitan 55 21.1
State of residence™
California 32.4 8.1
New York 12.8 7.2
Texas 9.9 6.1
lllinois 5.7 5.2
Florida 5.0 3.5
New Jersey 49 3.1

(continued)
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TABLE 1 Continued

Post-1965 Immigrant Parent Native-born Parents

Children’s Characteristics (N=3,425) (N=67,193)
Mean family income $19,502 $23,414
Poverty rate 20.8 13.8
Mean education of family head 10.9 years 12.2 years
Mean education, selff 11.5 years 12.0 years
High school dropout® 228 229
School type

Public 83.4 86.6

Private 16.6 134

NOTE: The youths in this sample reside in households with at least one parent present. This
table is based on U.S. Census Public Use Microdata Sample A as reported in Leif Jensen, Children
ofthe New Immigration: A Comparative Analysis of Today’s Second Generation, paper commissioned
by the Children of Immigrants Research Project, Departrent of Sociology, Johns Hopkins University,
reprinted as Institute for Policy Research and Evaluation Working Paper no. 1990-32 (University Park:

Pennsylvania State University, Aug. 1990), tabs. 1-8.
*The six states with the largest concentrations of post-1965 immigrant parents.
tRestricted to those aged 20 or more and not enrolled in school.

urban and to be found in central cit-
ies. Their geographic distribution by
state also differs significantly from
native-headed households. Just six
states account for 71 percent of immi-
grant households while the same
states contain only 33 percent of the
natives. Not surprisingly, immigrant
parents tend to have more modest
socioeconomic characteristics, as in-
dicated by their lower family income,
higher poverty rates, and lower edu-
cation of the family head. However,
they are about twice less likely to
head single-parent households than
are natives. Greater family cohesive-
ness may have something to do with
second-generation educational out-
comes. Figures in Table 1 indicate
that children of immigrants are as
likely to attend private schools, as
unlikely to be dropouts, and as likely

to graduate from high school as na-
tive-parentage youth.!?

These comparisons are, of course,
based on averages that conceal great
diversity within each universe. Among
second-generation youths in particu-
lar, preliminary field research indi-
cates wide differences in educational,
linguistic, and social psychological
outcomes. None is more important
than the forms that an inexorable
process of cultural assimilation takes
among different immigrant national-
ities and its effects on their youths.
We explore these differences and pro-

12. Because of data limitations, compari-
sons of years of education completed and high
school dropouts are limited to persons aged 20
or older still living with their parents. These
results may not be representative of the re-
spective universes of adult individuals. See
ibid.
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vide a theoretical explanation of their
causes in the next sections.

ASSIMILATION
AS APROBLEM

The Haitian immigrant commu-
nity of Miami is composed of some
75,000 legal and clandestine immi-
grants, many of whom sold every-
thing they owned in order to buy pas-
sage to America. First-generation
Haitians are strongly oriented to-
ward preserving a strong national
identity, which they associate both
with community solidarity and with
social networks promoting individual
success.'® In trying to instill national
pride and an achievement orienta-
tion in their children, they clash,
however, with the youngsters’ every-
day experiences in school. Little
Haiti is adjacent to Liberty City, the
main black inner-city area of Miami,
and Haitian adolescents attend pre-
dominantly inner-city schools. Na-
tive-born youths stereotype Haitians
as too docile and too subservient to
whites and they make fun of French
and Creole and of the Haitians’ ac-
cent. As a result, second-generation
Haitian children find themselves
torn between conflicting ideas and
values: to remain Haitian they would
have to face social ostracism and con-
tinuing attacks in school; to become
American—black American in this
case—they would have to forgo their
parents’ dreams of making it in

13. See Alex Stepick, “Haitian Refugees in
the U.S.” (Report no. 52, Minority Rights
Group, London, 1982); Alex Stepick and Al-
ejandro Portes, “Flight into Despair: A Profile
of Recent Haitian Refugees in South Florida,”

International Migration Review, 20:329-50
(Summer 1986).
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America on the basis of ethnic soli-
darity and preservation of traditional
values.™

An adversarial stance toward the
white mainstream is common among
inner-city minority youths who,
while attacking the newcomers’
ways, instill in them a consciousness
of American-style discrimination. A
common message is the devaluation
of education as a vehicle for advance-
ment of all black youths, a message
that directly contradicts the immi-
grant parents’ expectations. Academ-
ically outstanding Haitian American
students, “Herbie” among them, have
consciously attempted to retain their
ethnic identity by cloaking it in black
American cultural forms, such as rap
music. Many others, however, have
followed the path of least effort and
become thoroughly assimilated. As-
similation in this instance is not into
mainstream culture but into the val-
ues and norms of the inner city. In the
process, the resources of solidarity
and mutual support within the immi-
grant community are dissipated.

An emerging paradox in the study
of today’s second generation is the
peculiar forms that assimilation has
adopted for its members. As the Hai-
tian example illustrates, adopting
the outlooks and cultural ways of the
native-born does not represent, as in
the past, the first step toward social
and economic mobility but may lead
to the exact opposite. At the other
end, immigrant youths who remain
firmly ensconced in their respective

14. This account is based on fieldwork in
Miami conducted in preparation for a survey
of immigrant youths in public schools. The
survey and preliminary results are described
in the final section of this article.
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ethnic communities may, by virtue of
this fact, have a better chance for
educational and economic mobility
through use of the material and so-
cial capital that their communities
make available.’®

This situation stands the cultural
blueprint for advancement of immi-
grant groups in American society on
its head. As presented in innumera-
ble academic and journalistic writ-
ings, the expectation is that the for-
eign-born and their offspring will first
acculturate and then seek entry and
acceptance among the native-born as
a prerequisite for their social and eco-
nomic advancement. Otherwise, they
remain confined to the ranks of the
ethniclower and lower-middle classes.™
This portrayal of the requirements
for mobility, so deeply embedded in
the national consciousness, stands
contradicted today by a growing
number of empirical experiences.

A closer look at these experiences
indicates, however, that the expected
consequences of assimilation have

15. Ontheissue of social capital, see James
S. Coleman, “Social Capital in the Creation of
Human Capital,” American Journal of Sociol-
ogy, supplement, 94:595-121 (1988); Alejandro
Portes and Min Zhou, “Gaining the Upper
Hand: Economic Mobility among Immigrant
and Domestic Minorities,” Ethnic and Racial
Studies, 15:491-522 (Oct. 1992). On ethnic en-
trepreneurship, see Ivan H. Light, Ethnic En-
terprise in America: Business and Welfare
among Chinese, Japanese, and Blacks (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1972); Ken-
neth Wilson and W. Allen Martin, “Ethnic En-
claves: A Comparison of the Cuban and Black
Economies in Miami,” American Journal of
Sociology, 88:135-60 (1982).

16. See W. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole,
The Social Systems of American Ethnic Groups
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1945);
Thomas Sowell, Ethnic America: A History
(New York: Basic Books, 1981).
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not entirely reversed signs, but that
the process has become segmented.
In other words, the question is into
what sector of American society a
particular immigrant group assimi-
lates. Instead of a relatively uniform
mainstream whose mores and preju-
dices dictate a common path of inte-
gration, we observe today several dis-
tinct forms of adaptation. One of
them replicates the time-honored
portrayal of growing acculturation
and parallel integration into the
white middle-class; a second leads
straight in the opposite direction to
permanent poverty and assimilation
into the underclass; still a third asso-
ciates rapid economic advancement
with deliberate preservation of the
immigrant community’s values and
tight solidarity. This pattern of seg-
mented assimilation immediately
raises the question of what makes
some immigrant groups become sus-
ceptible to the downward route and
what resources allow others to avoid
this course. In the ultimate analysis,
the same general process helps ex-
plain both outcomes. We advance next
our hypotheses as to how this process
takes place and how the contrasting
outcomes of assimilation can be ex-
plained. This explanation is then il-
lustrated with recent empirical ma-
terial in the final section.

VULNERABILITY
AND RESOURCES

Along with individual and family
variables, the context that immi-
grants find upon arrival in their new
country plays a decisive role in the
course that their offspring’s lives will
follow. This context includes such
broad variables as political relations
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between sending and receiving coun-
tries and the state of the economy in
the latter and such specific ones as
the size and structure of preexisting
coethnic communities. The concept of
modes of incorporation provides a
useful theoretical tool to understand
this diversity. As developed in prior
publications, modes of incorporation
consist of the complex formed by the
policies of the host government; the
values and prejudices of the receiving
society; and the characteristics of the
coethnic community. These factors
can be arranged in a tree of con-
textual situations, illustrated by Fig-
ure 1. This figure provides a first
approximation to our problem."

To explain second-generation out-
comes and their segmented charac-
ter, however, we need to go into
greater detail into the meaning of
these various modes of incorporation
from the standpoint of immigrant
youths. There are three features of
the social contexts encountered by
today’s newcomers that create vul-
nerability to downward assimilation.
The first is color, the second is loca-
tion, and the third is the absence of
mobility ladders. As noted previously,
the majority of contemporary immi-
grants are nonwhite. Although this
feature may appear at first glance as
an individual characteristic, in real-
ity it is a trait belonging to the host
society. Prejudice is not intrinsic to a
particular skin color or racial type,
and, indeed, many immigrants never
experienced it in their native lands.
It is by virtue of moving into a new

17. See Alejandro Portes and Rubén G.
Rumbaut, Immigrant America: A Portrait

(Berkeley: University of California Press,
1990), chap. 3.
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social environment, marked by dif-
ferent values and prejudices, that
physical features become redefined
as a handicap.

The concentration of immigrant
households in cities and particularly
in central cities, as documented pre-
viously, gives rise to a second source
of vulnerability because it puts new
arrivals in close contact with concen-
trations of native-born minorities.
This leads to the identification of the
condition of both groups—immi-
grants and the native poor—as the
same in the eyes of the majority. More
important, it exposes second-genera-
tion children to the adversarial sub-
culture developed by marginalized
native youths to cope with their own
difficult situation.’”® This process of
socialization may take place even
when first-generation parents are
moving ahead economically and,
hence, their children have no objec-
tive reasons for embracing a counter-
cultural message. If successful, the
process can effectively block parental
plans for intergenerational mobility.

The third contextual source of vul-
nerability has to do with changes in
the host economy that have led to the
evaporation of occupational ladders
for intergenerational mobility. As
noted previously, new immigrants
may form the backbone of what re-
mains of labor-intensive manufac-
turing in the cities as well as in their
growing personal services sector, but
these are niches that seldom offer
channels for upward mobility. The
new hourglass economy, created by

18. See Mercer L. Sullivan, “Getting Paid”:
Youth, Crime, and Work in the Inner City (Ith-

aca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1989),
chaps. 1, 5.
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economic restructuring, means that
children of immigrants must cross a
narrow bottleneck to occupations re-
quiring advanced training if their ca-
reers are to keep pace with their U.S.-
acquired aspirations. This race
against a narrowing middle demands
that immigrant parents accumulate
sufficient resources to allow their
children to effect the passage and to
simultaneously prove to them the vi-
ability of aspirations for upward mo-
bility. Otherwise, assimilation may
not be into mainstream values and
expectations but into the adversarial
stance of impoverished groups con-
fined to the bottom of the new eco-
nomic hourglass.

The picture is painted in such
stark terms here for the sake of clar-
ity, although in reality things have
not yet become so polarized. Middle-
level occupations requiring relatively
modest educational achievements
have not completely vanished. By
1980, skilled blue-collar jobs—classi-
fied by the U.S. census as “precision
production, craft, and repair occupa-
tions”—had declined by 1.1 percent
relative to a decade earlier but still
represented 13 percent of the experi-
enced civilian labor force, or 13.6 mil-
lion workers. Mostly clerical admin-
istrative support occupations added
another 16.9 percent, or 17.5 million
jobs. In 1980, occupations requiring a
college degree had increased by 6 per-
cent in comparison with 1970, but
they still employed less than a fifth—
18.2 percent—of the American labor
force.” Even in the largest cities, oc-

19. U.S,, Department of Commerce, Bu-
reau of the Census, Census of Population and
Housing, 1980: Public Use Microdata Samples
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cupations requiring only a high
school diploma were common by the
late 1980s. In New York City, for ex-
ample, persons with 12 years or less
of schooling held just over one half of
the jobs in 1987. Clerical, service, and
skilled blue-collar jobs not requir-
ing a college degree represented 46
percent.® Despite these figures,
there is little doubt that the trend
toward occupational segmentation
has increasingly reduced opportuni-
ties for incremental upward mobility
through well-paid blue-collar posi-
tions. The trend forces immigrants
today to bridge in only one generation
the gap between entry-level jobs and
professional positions that earlier
groups took two or three generations
to travel.

Different modes of incorporation
also make available, however, three
types of resources to confront the
challenges of contemporary assimila-
tion. First, certain groups, notably
political refugees, are eligible for a
variety of government programs in-
cluding educational loans for their
children. The Cuban Loan Program,
implemented by the Kennedy admin-
istration in connection with its plan
toresettle Cuban refugees away from
South Florida, gave many impover-
ished first- and second-generation
Cuban youths a chance to attend col-
lege. The high proportion of profes-
sionals and executives among Cuban
American workers today, a figure on
a par with that for native white work-

A (MRDF) (Washington, DC: Department of
Commerce, 1983).

20. Thomas Bailey and Roger Waldinger,
“Primary, Secondary, and Enclave Labor Mar-
kets: A Training System Approach,” American
Sociological Review, 56:432-45 (1991).
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ers, can be traced, at least in part, to
the success of that program.” Pas-
sage of the 1980 Refugee Act gave to
subsequent groups of refugees, in
particular Southeast Asians and
Eastern Europeans, access to a simi-
larly generous benefits package.”
Second, certain foreign groups
have been exempted from the tradi-
tional prejudice endured by most im-
migrants, thereby facilitating a
smoother process of adaptation.
Some political refugees, such as the
early waves of exiles from Castro’s
Cuba, Hungarians and Czechs escap-
ing the invasions of their respective
countries, and Soviet Jews escaping
religious persecution, provide exam-
ples. In other cases, it is the cultural
and phenotypical affinity of newcom-
ers to ample segments of the host
population that ensures a welcome
reception. The Irish coming to Boston
during the 1980s are a case in point.
Although many were illegal aliens,
they came into an environment where
generations of Irish Americans had
established a secure foothold. Public
sympathy effectively neutralized
governmental hostility in this case,
culminating in a change of the immi-

21. Professionals and executives repre-
sented 25.9 percent of Cuban-origin males
aged 16 years and over in 1989; the figure for
the total adult male population was 26 percent.
See Jesus M. Garcia and Patricia A. Montgom-
ery, The Hispanic Population of the United
States: March 1990, Current Population Re-
ports, ser. P-20, no. 449 (Washington, DC: De-
partment of Commerce, 1991).

22. Portes and Rumbaut, Immigrant
America, pp. 23-25; Robert L. Bach et al., “The
Economic Adjustment of Southeast Asian Ref-
ugees in the United States,” in World Refugee
Survey, 1983 (Geneva: United Nations High
Commission for Refugees, 1984), pp. 51-55.
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gration law directly benefiting the
newcomers.?

Third, and mostimportant, are the
resources made available through
networks in the coethnic community.
Immigrants who join well-estab-
lished and diversified ethnic groups
have access from the start to a range
of moral and material resources well
beyond those available through offi-
cial assistance programs. Educa-
tional help for second-generation
youths may include not only access to
college grants and loans but also the
existence of a private school system
geared to the immigrant communi-
ty’s values. Attendance at these pri-
vate ethnic schools insulates children
from contact with native minority
youths, while reinforcing the author-
ity of parental views and plans.

In addition, the economic diversi-
fication of several immigrant com-
munities creates niches of opportu-
nity that members of the second
generation can occupy, often without
a need for an advanced education.
Small-business apprenticeships, ac-
cess to skilled building trades, and
well-paid jobs in local government
bureaucracies are some of the ethnic
niches documented in the recent lit-

23. The 1990 Immigration Act contains tai-
lor-made provisions to facilitate the legaliza-
tion of Irish immigrants. Those taking advan-
tage of the provisions are popularly dubbed
“Kennedy Irish” in honor of the Massachusetts
Senator who coauthored the act. On the 1990
act, see Michael Fix and Jeffrey S. Passel, “The
Door Remains Open: Recent Immigration to
the United States and a Preliminary Analysis
of the Immigration Act of 1990” (Working
paper, Urban Institute and RAND Corpora-
tion, 1991). On the Irish in Boston, see Karen
Tumulty, “When Irish Eyes Are Hiding . . . )”
Los Angeles Times, 29 Jan. 1989.
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erature.? In 1987, average sales per
firm of the smaller Chinese, East In-
dian, Korean, and Cuban enterprises
exceeded $100,000 per year and they
jointly employed over 200,000 work-
ers. These figures omit medium-sized
and large ethnic firms, whose sales
and work forces are much larger.?
Fieldwork in these communities indi-
cates that up to half of recently ar-
rived immigrants are employed by
coethnic firms and that self-employ-
ment offers a prime avenue for mobil-
ity to second-generation youths.? Such
community-mediated opportunities pro-
vide a solution to the race between
material resources and second-gener-
ation aspirations not available through
competition in the open labor market.
Through creation of a capitalism of
their own, some immigrant groups
have thus been able to circumvent
outside discrimination and the threat
of vanishing mobility ladders.

24. Bailey and Waldinger, “Primary, Sec-
ondary, and Enclave Labor Markets”;, Min
Zhou, New York’s Chinatown: The Socioeco-
nomic Potential of an Urban Enclave (Philadel-
phia: Temple University Press, 1992); Wilson
and Martin, “Ethnic Enclaves”; Suzanne
Model, “The Ethnic Economy: Cubans and Chi-
nese Reconsidered” (Manuscript, University of
Massachusetts at Amherst, 1990).

25. U.S,, Department of Commerce, Bu-
reau of the Census, Survey of Minority-Owned
Business Enterprises, 1987, MB-2 and MB-3
(Washington, DC: Department of Commerce,
1991).

26. Alejandro Portes and Alex Stepick,
“Unwelcome Immigrants: The Labor Market
Experiences of 1980 (Mariel) Cuban and Hai-
tian Refugees in South Florida,” American So-
ciological Review, 50:493-514 (Aug. 1985);
Zhou, New York’s Chinatown; Luis E. Guar-
nizo, “One Country in Two: Dominican-Owned
Firms in New York and the Dominican Repub-
lic” (Ph.D. diss. Johns Hopkins University,
1992); Bailey and Waldinger, “Primary, Sec-
ondary, and Enclave Labor Markets.”
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In contrast to these favorable con-
ditions are those foreign minorities
who either lack a community already
in place or whose coethnics are too
poor to render assistance. The condi-
tion of Haitians in South Florida,
cited earlier, provides an illustration
of one of the most handicapped modes
of incorporation encountered by con-
temporary immigrants, combining
official hostility and widespread so-
cial prejudice with the absence of a
strong receiving community.?” From
the standpoint of second-generation
outcomes, the existence of a large but
downtrodden coethnic community
may be even less desirable than no
community at all. This is because
newly arrived youths enter into
ready contact with the reactive sub-
culture developed by earlier genera-
tions. Its influence is all the more
powerful because it comes from indi-
viduals of the same national origin,
“people like us” who can more effec-
tively define the proper stance and
attitudes of the newcomers. To the
extent that they do so, the first-gen-
eration model of upward mobility
through school achievement and at-
tainment of professional occupations
will be blocked.

THREE EXAMPLES

Mexicans and
Mexican Americans

Field High School (the name is fic-
titious) is located in a small coastal
community of central California
whose economy has long been tied to

27. Stepick, “Haitian Refugees in the

U.S.”; Jake C. Miller, The Plight of Haitian
Refugees (New York: Praeger, 1984).
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agricultural production and immi-
grant farm labor. About 57 percent of
the student population is of Mexican
descent. An intensive ethnographic
study of the class of 1985 at Field
High began with school records that
showed that the majority of U.S.-
born Spanish-surname students who
had entered the school in 1981 had
dropped out by their senior year.
However, only 35 percent of the
Spanish-surname students who had
been originally classified by the
school as limited English proficient
(LEP) had dropped out. The figure
was even lower than the correspond-
ing one for native white students, 40
percent. LEP status is commonly as-
signed to recently arrived Mexican
immigrants.?®

Intensive ethnographic fieldwork
at the school identified several dis-
tinct categories in which the Mexi-
can-origin population could be classi-
fied. Recent Mexican immigrants
were at one extreme. They dressed
differently and unstylishly. They
claimed an identity as Mexican and
considered Mexico their permanent
home. The most academically suc-
cessful of this group were those most
proficient in Spanish, reflecting their
prior levels of education in Mexico.
Almost all were described by teach-

28. M. G. Matute-Bianchi, “Ethnic Identi-
ties and Patterns of School Success and Failure
among Mexican-Descent and Japanese-Amer-
ican Students in a California High School,”
American Journal of Education, 95:233-55
(Nov. 1986). This study is summarized in Ru-
bén G. Rumbaut, “Immigrant Students in Cal-
ifornia Public Schools: A Summary of Current
Knowledge” (Report no. 11, Center for Re-
search on Effective Schooling for Disadvan-
taged Children, Johns Hopkins University,
Aug. 1990).

ers and staff as courteous, serious
about their schoolwork, respectful,
and eager to please as well as naive
and unsophisticated. They were com-
monly classified as LEP.

The next category comprised Mex-
ican-oriented students. They spoke
Spanish at home and were generally
classified as fluent English proficient
(FEP). They had strong bicultural ties
with both Mexico and the United
States, reflecting the fact that most
were born in Mexico but had lived in
the United States for more than five
years. They were proud of their Mex-
ican heritage but saw themselves as
different from the first group, the recién
llegados (recently arrived), as well as
from the native-born Chicanos and
Cholos, who were derided as people
who had lost their Mexican roots.
Students from this group were active
in soccer and the Sociedad Bilingue
and in celebrations of May 5th, the
anniversary of the Mexican defeat of
French occupying forces. Virtually all
of the Mexican-descent students who
graduated in the top 10 percent of
their class in 1981 were identified as
members of this group.

Chicanos were by far the larg-
est Mexican-descent group at Field
High. They were mostly U.S.-born
second- and third-generation stu-
dents whose primary loyalty was to
their in-group, seen as locked in con-
flict with white society. Chicanos re-
ferred derisively to successful Mexi-
can students as “schoolboys” and
“schoolgirls” or as “wannabes.” Ac-
cording to M. G. Matute-Bianchi,

To be a Chicano meant in practice to hang
out by the science wing . . . not eating lunch
in the quad where all the “gringos” and
“schoolboys” hang out . . . cutting classes
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by faking a call slip so you can be with
your friends at the 7-11 . . . sitting in the
back of classes and not participating . . .
not carrying your books to class . . . not
taking the difficult classes . . . doing the
minimum to get by.?

Chicanos merge imperceptibly into
the last category, the Cholos, who
were commonly seen as “low riders”
and gang members. They were also
native-born Mexican Americans, eas-
ily identifiable by their deliberate
manner of dress, walk, speech, and
other cultural symbols. Chicanos and
Cholos were generally regarded by
teachers as “irresponsible,” “disre-
spectful,” “mistrusting,” “sullen,”
“apathetic,” and “less motivated,”
and their poor school performance
was attributed to these traits.*® Ac-
cording to Matute-Bianchi, Chicanos
and Cholos were faced with what
they saw as a forced-choice dilemma
between doing well in school or being
a Chicano. To act white was regarded
as disloyalty to one’s group.

The situation of these last two
groups exemplifies losing the race be-
tween first-generation achievements
and later generations’ expectations.
Seeing their parents and grandpar-
ents confined to humble menial jobs
and increasingly aware of discrimi-
nation against them by the white
mainstream, U.S.-born children of
earlier Mexican immigrants readily
join a reactive subculture as a means
of protecting their sense of self-
worth. Participation in this subcul-
ture then leads to serious barriers to
their chances of upward mobility be-
cause school achievement is defined

29. Matute-Bianchi, “Ethnic Identities
and Patterns,” p. 253.
30. Rumbaut, “Immigrant Students,” p. 25.
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as antithetical to ethnic solidarity.
Like Haitian students at Edison High,
newly arrived Mexican students are
at risk of being socialized into the
same reactive stance, with the aggra-
vating factor that it is other Mexi-
cans, not native-born strangers, who
convey the message. The principal
protection of mexicanos against this
type of assimilation lies in their strong
identification with home-country
language and values, which brings
them closer to their parents’ cultural
stance.

Punjabi Sikhs
in California

Valleyside (a fictitious name) is a
northern California community where
the primary economic activity is or-
chard farming. Farm laborers in this
area come often from India; they are
mainly rural Sikhs from the Punjab.
By the early 1980s, second-generation
Punjabi students already accounted
for 11 percent of the student body at
Valleyside High. Their parents were
no longer only farm laborers, since
about a third had become orchard
owners themselves and another third
worked in factories in the nearby San
Francisco area. An ethnographic study
of Valleyside High School in 1980-82
revealed a very difficult process of
assimilation for Punjabi Sikh students.
According to its author, M. A. Gibson,
Valleyside is “redneck country,” and
white residents are extremely hostile
to immigrants who look different and
speak a different language: “Punjabi
teenagers are told they stink . . . told
to go back to India . . . physically
abused by majority students who spit
at them, refuse to sit by them in class
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or in buses, throw food at them or
worse.”!

Despite these attacks and some
evidence of discrimination by school
staff, Punjabi students performed
better academically than majority
Anglo students. About 90 percent of
the immigrant youths completed
high school, compared to 70-75 per-
cent of native whites. Punjabi boys
surpassed the average grade point
average, were more likely to take ad-
vanced science and math classes, and
expressed aspirations for careers in
science and engineering. Girls, on the
other hand, tended to enroll in busi-
ness classes, but they paid less atten-
tion to immediate career plans, re-
flecting parental wishes that they
should marry first. This gender dif-
ference is indicative of the continuing
strong influence exercised by the im-
migrant community over its second
generation. According to Gibson,
Punjabi parents pressured their chil-
dren against too much contact with
white peers who may “dishonor” the
immigrants’ families, and defined
“becoming Americanized” as forget-
ting one’s roots and adopting the
most disparaged traits of the major-
ity, such as leaving home at age 18,
making decisions without parental
consent, dating, and dancing. At the
same time, parents urged children to
abide by school rules, ignore racist
remarks and avoid fights, and learn
useful skills, including full profi-
ciency in English.*

31. M. A. Gibson, Accommodation without
Assimilation: Sikh Immigrants inan American
High School (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1989), p. 268.

32. Gibson, Accommodation without As-

similation. The study is summarized in Rum-
baut, “Immigrant Students,” pp. 22-23.
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The overall success of this strategy
of selective assimilation to American
society is remarkable because Pun-
jabi immigrants were generally poor
on their arrival in the United States
and confronted widespread discrimi-
nation from whites without the ben-
efit of either governmental assis-
tance or a well-established coethnic
community. In terms of our typology
of vulnerability and resources, the
Punjabi Sikh second generation was
very much at risk except for two cru-
cial factors. First, immigrant parents
did not settle in the inner city or in
close proximity to any native-born
minority whose offspring could pro-
vide an alternative model of adapta-
tion to white-majority discrimina-
tion. In particular, the absence of a
downtrodden Indian American com-
munity composed of children of pre-
vious immigrants allowed first-gen-
eration parents to influence deci-
sively the outlook of their offspring,
including their ways of fighting white
prejudice. There was no equivalent of
a Cholo-like reactive subculture to
offer an alternative blueprint of the
stance that “people like us” should
take.

Second, Punjabi immigrants man-
aged to make considerable economic
progress, as attested by the number
who had become farm owners, while
maintaining a tightly knit ethnic
community. The material and social
capital created by this first-genera-
tion community compensated for the
absence of an older coethnic group
and had decisive effects on second-
generation outlooks. Punjabi teenag-
ers were shown that their parents’
ways paid off economically, and this
fact, plus their community’s cohe-
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siveness, endowed them with a
source of pride to counteract outside
discrimination. Through this strat-
egy of selective assimilation, Punjabi
Sikhs appeared to be winning the
race against the inevitable accultur-
ation of their children to American-
style aspirations.

Caribbean youths
in South Florida

Miami is arguably the American
city that has been most thoroughly
transformed by post-1960 immigra-
tion. The Cuban Revolution had
much to do with this transformation,
as it sent the entire Cuban upper
class out of the country, followed by
thousands of refugees of more modest
backgrounds. Over time, Cubans cre-
ated a highly diversified and prosper-
ous ethnic community that provided
resources for the adaptation process
of its second generation. Reflecting
this situation are average Cuban
family incomes that, by 1989, approx-
imated those of the native-born pop-
ulation; the existence in 1987 of more
than 30,000 Cuban-owned small
businesses that formed the core of the
Miami ethnic enclave; and the paral-
lel rise of a private school system
oriented toward the values and polit-
ical outlook of this community.3® In
terms of the typology of vulnerability
and resources, well-sheltered Cuban
American teenagers lack any exten-
sive exposure to outside discrimina-
tion, they have little contact with
youths from disadvantaged minori-
ties, and the development of an en-

33. Garcia and Montgomery, Hispanic
Population; U.S., Department of Commerce,

Bureau of the Census, Survey of Minority-
Owned Business Enterprises, MB-2,
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clave creates economic opportunities
beyond the narrowing industrial and
tourist sectors on which most other
immigrant groups in the area de-
pend. Across town, Haitian American
teenagers face exactly the opposite
set of conditions, as has been shown.

Among the other immigrant
groups that form Miami’s ethnic mo-
saic, two deserve mention because
they represent intermediate situa-
tions between those of the Cubans
and Haitians. One comprises Nicara-
guans escaping the Sandinista re-
gime during the 1980s. They were not
as welcomed in the United States as
were the Cuban exiles, nor were they
able to develop a large and diversified
community. Yet they shared with Cu-
bans their language and culture, as
well as a militant anti-Communist
discourse. This common political out-
look led the Cuban American commu-
nity to extend its resources in sup-
port of their Nicaraguan brethren,
smoothing their process of adapta-
tion.** For second-generation Nicara-
guans, this means that the preexist-
ing ethnic community that provides
a model for their own assimilation is
not a downtrodden group but rather
one that has managed to establish a
firm and positive presence in the
city’s economy and politics.

The second group comprises West
Indians coming from Jamaica, Trini-
dad, and other English-speaking
Caribbean republics. They generally
arrive in Miami as legal immigrants,
and many bring along professional
and business credentials as well as
the advantage of fluency in English.
These individual advantages are dis-

34. Portes and Stepick, City on the Edge,
chap. 7.
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counted, however, by a context of re-
ception in which these mostly black
immigrants are put in the same cat-
egory as native-born blacks and dis-
criminated against accordingly. The
recency of West Indian migration and
its small size have prevented the de-
velopment of a diversified ethnic
community in South Florida. Hence
new arrivals experience the full force
of white discrimination without the
protection of a large coethnic group
and with constant exposure to the
situation and attitudes of the inner-
city population. Despite considerable
individual resources, these disadvan-
tages put the West Indian second
generation at risk of bypassing white
or even native black middle-class
models to assimilate into the culture
of the underclass.

A recently completed survey of
eighth- and ninth-graders in the
Dade County (Miami) and Broward
County (Ft. Lauderdale) schools in-
cludes sizable samples of Cuban,
Haitian, Nicaraguan, and West In-
dian second-generation children. The
study defined “second generation” as
youths born in the United States who
have at least one foreign-born parent
or those born abroad who have lived
in the United States for at least five
years. All eligible students in the se-
lected schools were included. The
survey included both inner-city and
suburban public schools, as well as
private schools and those where par-
ticular foreign-origin groups were
known to concentrate. The sample
was evenly divided between boys and
girls, and the students ranged in age
between 12 and 17.%

35. Alejandro Portes and Lisandro Perez,
Children of Immigrants: The Adaptation Pro-

Table 2 presents the responses of
second-generation students from
these nationalities to a battery of
attitudinal and self-identification
questions. The large Cuban-origin
sample is divided between those at-
tending public and private school.
Large socioeconomic differences be-
tween the four groups are high-
lighted in the first panel of Table 2.
Cuban children in private schools
have the best-educated parents and
those with the highest-status occupa-
tions. Haitians in public schools have
parents who rank lowest on both di-
mensions. Nicaraguans and West In-
dians occupy intermediate positions,
with parents whose average educa-
tion is often higher than that of the
parents of public school Cubans but
whose occupational levels are
roughly the same. Reflecting these
differences, over half of private
school Cuban respondents define
their families as upper middle class
or higher, while only a third of Hai-
tians and Nicaraguans do so.%

The next panel of the table pre-
sents differences in ethnic self-iden-
tification. Less than one-fifth of these
second-generation students identify
themselves as nonhyphenated Amer-
icans. The proportion is highest
among higher-status Cubans, but

cess of the Second Generation (Project con-
ducted at the Department of Sociology, Johns
Hopkins University, in progress).

36. Because of the large sample size, .001
is used as the criterion of statistical signifi-
cance in these tabulations. Cramér’s V?is used
as the principal measure of strength of associ-
ation. In comparison with other coefficients, it
has the advantage of a constant range between
0 and 1. Higher values indicate stronger asso-
ciation. Eta issimilarly defined butis used only
for the continuous parental occupational sta-
tus variables.
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THE NEW SECOND GENERATION

even among this group almost two-
thirds see themselves as Cuban or
Cuban American, a proportion close
to their peers in public schools. Very
few Cubans opt for the self-designa-
tion “Hispanic.” Nicaraguan students,
on the other hand, use this label al-
most as commonly as that of “Nicara-
guan” itself. None of the Latin groups
identify themselves as “black.” Among
Haitians and West Indians, however,
roughly one-tenth already assume an
identity as black American. Haitian
self-identifications are similar to Nic-
araguan in being less attached to the
country of origin and in using pan-na-
tional labels more often than either
Cubans or West Indians do. In total,
about half of the Haitian children
identified themselves as something
other than “Haitian.”’

Aspirations are very high in the
entire sample, as indicated in the
next panel of Table 2. Although sig-
nificant differences in expectations of
completing college do exist, at least
four-fifths of every group expects to
achieve this level of education. Simi-
larly, roughly 70 percent of students
from every nationality aspire to pro-
fessional or business careers. These
consistently high aspirations con-
trast with the reported wide differ-
ences in parental socioeconomic
backgrounds and the differential ef-
fects of discrimination. The next
panel of the table addresses the latter
point, documenting the awareness
that these teenagers have about the
realities of American society. The two
mostly black groups report discrimi-
nation against themselves twice to

37. West Indian self-identification was not
coded separately and hence is classified under
“Other nationality” in Table 2.
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three times more frequently than do
Cubans. Majorities of both Haitian
and West Indian youths reported
having been discriminated against,
and about 20 percent said that dis-
crimination was by their teachers. In
contrast, only 5 percent of Cubans in
private school report such incidents.
Nicaraguans occupy an intermediate
position, with half reporting discrim-
ination against themselves and 13
percent pointing to their teachers as
the source.

Congruent with these personal ex-
periences, Haitian and West Indian
teenagers are more likely to agree
that there is racial discrimination in
economic opportunities in the United
States and to disagree that non-
whites have equal opportunities. In-
terestingly, they are joined in these
negative evaluations by private school
Cubans. This result may reflect the
greater information and class aware-
ness of the latter group relative to
their less privileged Latin counter-
parts. However, all Cuban students
part company with the rest of the
sample in their positive evaluation of
the United States. Roughly three-
fourths of second-generation Cubans
endorse the view that “the United
States is the best country in the
world”; only half of Nicaraguans do so
and the two mostly black groups take
a distinctly less enthusiastic stance.
These significant differences illus-
trate the contrasting levels of identi-
fication with their country and their
local community by children of na-
tionalities affected more or less by
outside discrimination.

Introducing controls for native
versus foreign birth of respondents
attenuates these differences some-
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what, but the overall pattern re-
mains. Results of this survey illus-
trate the race between generalized
career aspirations and the widely dif-
ferent vulnerabilities and resources
created by first-generation modes of
incorporation. Aspirations are very
high for all groups, regardless of ori-
gin; however, parental socioeconomic
backgrounds, resources of the coeth-
nic community—as exemplified by the
existence of a private school system
—and experiences of discrimination
are very different. They influence de-
cisively the outlook of second-gener-
ation youths, even at a young age,
and are likely to have strong effects
on the course of their future assimi-
lation. Illustrating these differences
is the enthusiasm with which chil-
dren of advantaged immigrants em-
brace their parents’ adopted coun-
try and the much less sanguine views
of those whose situation is more
difficult.

CONCLUSION

The last panel of Table 2 high-
lights another intriguing fact about
today’s second generation. The best-
positioned group—private-school Cu-
bans—is the one least likely to step
out of the ethnic circle in their inter-
personal relationships, while the
group in the most disadvantaged po-
sition—Haitians—is most likely to do
so. Overall, the three Latin groups
overwhelmingly select friends who
are also children of immigrants,
mostly from the same nationality.
Less than half of the Haitians and
West Indians do so, indicating much
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greater contact with native-parent-
age youths. Other Haitian American
teenagers are not even the majority
of foreign-parentage friends among
our Haitian respondents.

Fifty years ago, the dilemma of
Italian American youngsters studied
by Irving Child consisted of assimi-
lating into the American main-
stream, sacrificing in the process
their parents’ cultural heritage in
contrast to taking refuge in the eth-
nic community from the challenges of
the outside world. In the contempo-
rary context of segmented assimila-
tion, the options have become less
clear. Children of nonwhite immi-
grants may not even have the oppor-
tunity of gaining access to middle-
class white society, no matter how
acculturated they become. Joining
those native circles to which they do
have access may prove a ticket to
permanent subordination and disad-
vantage. Remaining securely en-
sconced in their coethnic community,
under these circumstances, may be
not a symptom of escapism but the
best strategy for capitalizing on oth-
erwise unavailable material and
moral resources. As the experiences
of Punjabi Sikh and Cuban American
students suggest, a strategy of paced,
selective assimilation may prove the
best course for immigrant minorities.
But the extent to which this strategy
is possible also depends on the his-
tory of each group and its specific
profile of vulnerabilities and re-
sources. The present analysis repre-
sents a preliminary step toward un-
derstanding these realities.



