Samuel Huntington in his latest article, The Hispanic Challenge, an excerpt from his upcoming book, lays out what he believes is the dire threat posed to American culture and identity by the Latin American immigration explosion of the past few decades. With its large, sustained numbers, geographic concentration, and diminished statistics of language acquisition, Huntington feels that the “Anglo-Protestant culture and creed” our country was built on (and continues to thrive on) is under attack:
 

The United States’ national identity, like that of other nation-states, is challenged by the forces of globalization as well as the needs that globalization produces among people for smaller and more meaningful “blood and belief” identities. In this new era, the single most immediate and most serious challenge to America’s traditional identity comes from the immense and continuing immigration from Latin America, especially from Mexico, and the fertility rates of these immigrants compared to black and white American natives.

This idea, besides being intolerant, exclusionary, and unnecessarily alarmist, is also plain wrong. To support this claim Huntington draws upon an interesting range of indicators, some quite strange,
 in addition to more standard fare as census data and socioeconomic statistics. In essence, his argument revolves around the idea of assimilation -- Latin immigrants, most specifically Mexicans, are not blending into American culture as fast as previous immigrant groups did. This, due to the former’s aforementioned concentration and numbers, will lead to a subverting of the English language and the American identity as a whole if left unchecked. 

Huntington believes these untempered flows will spawn a cleavage between Spanish-speaking individuals and English-monolinguals in this country, a rift characterized by the latter’s loss of a growing number of jobs as the former begins prevailing in direct competition for positions requiring (or shining upon) Spanish-language prowess.  The problem with this assertion and Huntington’s similar reading of the statistical data lies in its narrowness and unflinching rigidity. It’s a very black and white, fatalistic interpretation of what is occurring – English-speaking non-immigrants know no Spanish, Spanish-speaking immigrants know no English, and never the twain shall meet. Huntington’s theory offers no gradation or overlap of populations -- no gray space where the two communities work and interact together well and no areas where segments of the two populations vary internally, let alone with each other. Essentially it is a theory that draws from the extremes to speak for the entire spectrum, creating a dangerous fictional reality. 

Herein I will challenge three of Huntington’s key assertions – that American identity requires the speaking of English, that Latin immigrants are failing to assimilate into our society as they are not learning English (and have no desire to), and that these newcomers cost our society more than they benefit it by taking jobs from non-immigrants, straining our social safety net by relying primarily on low skill manual labor. This paper will show that being American has never required the usage of English, but rather an embrace of more abstract, democratic ideals, that Latin immigrants are actually learning English at a far faster rate, relative to their population size, than any of the groups in previous waves of immigration, and that their reliance on self-employment and short-term manual labor is far more advantageous to society than costly as it generates positive economic effects for the entire population and creates more jobs than are consumed.

The Real American Identity

First, as mentioned before, Huntington’s implication that what it means to be American -- his Anglo-Protestant creed that is in jeopardy, one whose most salient characteristic seems to be acceptance of and proficiency in English – is incorrect and needlessly narrow. American identity has never been based solely upon the acceptance of a single universal language, but rather on a wide range of more abstract, democratic ideals. Huntington himself says as much in his 1981 book, American Politics: The Promise of Disharmony.
 Here Huntington says rather forcefully, 

Almost everyone agrees that the United States was conceived in terms of certain political ideals and inspired by the promise or dream of liberty and equality. These political ideals are central to American national identity and have played a critical role in shaping American political evolution and development.
 

The resulting “American creed” that emerged from these ideals has, despite some modifications since its inception, remained relatively unchanged over the past 200 years while being “broadly supported by most elements in American society.”
 Huntington goes on to enumerate the specific ideals that form this creed, describing such things as “liberty, equality, individualism, democracy, and the rule of law under a constitution” as the most important aspects of our nationalist conception.
 Acceptance and usage of English are nowhere to be found. 

Jack Citrin in his 1994 article, Is American Nationalism Changing?, paraphrases Huntington’s (and others’) definitions of identity thusly:

In most countries, national identity is expressed in terms of common linguistic, religious, and racial characteristics, or what collectively we call culture or ethnicity. The foundations of American identity, however, were fundamentally different. Not ethnicity, but a commitment to liberal political principles was held out by the founding elite as the leaven of American identity. Whatever one’s ancestry or background, to be an American one had only to adhere to a set of ideals: liberty, individualism, popular sovereignty, and egalitarianism defined as equality of opportunity and respect, not equality of condition.

As Huntington noted in 1981, the strength and primacy of some of these ideals has undoubtedly changed, possibly enough to include acceptance of English as a defining characteristic. Yet it has never been as strong a requirement as Huntington is now implying – in this he is mistaken.  As Citrin points out, while roughly two-thirds of the country agrees that learning English is an important part of being American, it is not the only part, and it is not even the most important part. For proof Citrin cited 1992 National Election Survey numbers that found higher percentages of Americans who said believing in God, treating people of all racial and ethnic backgrounds equally, and working hard to get ahead were more important characteristics of being “a true American” than acceptance and usage of English.
 In fact, in a survey from the year before where respondents supplied their own definitions of what made Americans unique -- rather than relying on those provided by interviewers as in the previously cited survey -- English mastery was not even mentioned. Close to half of the respondents, however, said it was our freedoms that set us apart.

This trend of prioritizing ideals over all else is evident throughout the course of this country’s existence. Historically you have not been an American because you spoke English, but rather because you believed in things like civil rights, democratic representation, and individual liberty and opportunity – more abstract ideals and beliefs rather than concrete characteristics such as spoken language. Kathryn Manzo, in her examination of nationalism in modern state development, cites German historian Friedrich Mienecke’s work on American identity formation as a key view for consideration. Mienecke, writing at the turn of the 20th century, saw countries as developing national identities in a political versus a cultural dichotomy, the former including examples such as England, France, and the US, the latter Italy, central-, and east-central Europe.
 Manzo writes:

Political nationalism was said to make national membership contingent upon loyalty to common institutions and state-given rights to citizenship, while cultural nationalism attaches it to social traits such as language, religion, and customs. The political nation was supposedly built from individual subscription (from people choosing their own national identity), and the cultural nation from collective inheritance (where the preexisting traits of the national community define the individual born into it, not the other way around.)

And while she admits the arguable contentiousness of these categories as no nation falls so neatly into either one, rather exhibiting a mix of characteristics from both, America’s omission from the list of countries whose identity is forced along cultural lines is noteworthy. In addition, despite possibly oversimplifying things and glossing over some of the complexities of national identity formation, these labels are still relevant and frequently employed ways of discussing the world.
 Modern utility aside, though, these categories are brought up chiefly to reiterate a point -- certain countries in history have defined themselves and their constituents as a product of subscription to a certain cultural trait, be it religion, language, or something else along those lines. The US is not, and has never been, one of them. Our society has prided itself not on the ascendancy of its language, but rather on the fairness of its combination of rights, representation, and other democratic ideals. That said, it would be naïve to deny that English has importance or to be seen as implying the contrary, neither of which are my intention. The argument is not that it is without import in our society – the argument is with the primacy and dominance Huntington implies it has. 

A Question of Assimilation Through Acquisition

As noted before, at its core Huntington’s argument revolves around the notion of assimilation and what he feels is the startling decline in language acceptance by the Latin community. Since the rate of acceptance and usage of English among Latin immigrant populations lags behind that of turn of the century European immigrants and subsequent waves of Asian immigrants, Huntington assumes this is a reflection of unwillingness to learn English on the part of the Latin population; a deliberate flouting of American culture and an affront to our Anglo-Protestant hospitality, essentially. A less pessimistic examination of the data, however, reveals this to be wholly untrue.

First, the decline in the percentage of Latin immigrants speaking English is partly attributable to scale – in that, Huntington is correct.
 Yet again, a less alarmist look at the situation shows no cause for anxiety. As Gillian Stevens points out in her 1999 examination of the language characteristics of immigrants over the past 100-plus years, the decrease in overall English proficiency is historically most pronounced during decades of heavy immigration. Relying on data from the US Census and the Immigration and Naturalization Service, she shows that during the first wave of immigration from Europe at the turn of the century, the percentage of immigrants who spoke English “not well” or “not at all” rose dramatically between 1900 and 1910, jumping from 12% to 23% of those sampled.
 Correspondingly Stevens points out that while the overall percentage of immigrants reporting low levels of English mastery increased during the 1980s to 26% of the population in 1990, this too was a decade of particularly heavy immigration and thus no cause for alarm. 
 All of this makes sense logically, as language acquisition is not instantaneous -- as the number of immigrants spikes, the expectation should be a correlating dip in proficiency levels before observing a rebound as acquisition occurs. 

Refining our focus to a more particular level to look at homes where English is not the spoken language the need for concern dissipates even further. Despite the sizeable increases in their absolute number – from around 9.8 million in 1980 to approximately 15.4 million in 1990
 -- relative levels of English expertise in these households have remained rather stable over the same period. In fact, Stevens found that more than two thirds of these homes reported speaking English “well” or “very well,” with roughly 40% falling into the latter category, while less than a third reported speaking English “not well or not at all.”
 This, despite an absolute increase in size of nearly 60 percent.

Furthermore, in an examination of English acquisition among second and third generation immigrants -- reflected in the percentage of those who speak English at home -- Richard Alba and others reveal in their 2002 article that while the numbers for Cuban and Mexican communities are lower than those of recent Asian immigrants or European immigrants before them, the rates of improvement for the former two groups are infinitely greater than those of the latter pair.
 Concretely, Alba et al found that the percentage of Cuban children speaking only English at home more than quadruples from the second to third generation, quintuples for Mexican children, and jumps by a factor of six for Dominican children.
 Even in third generation homes where Spanish is still spoken by at least one parent the rate of increase, while lower, is still rather impressive – for Cuban and Dominican children the rate virtually triples (2.75 and 3.15 times higher, respectively), while the rate for Mexican children all but quadruples. (3.98 times higher.)
 This is far better than the rate of improvement exhibited by the previous European and Asian waves of immigrants whose rates of acquisition doubled, at best, from second to third generations.

Therefore it simply isn’t true that Latin American immigrants are refusing to learn English, part of some devious plan to reclaim lost territory and steal our jobs as Huntington implies.
 As Robert Pastor points out in his 2001 book, Latin immigrants are every bit as eager to learn English once they arrive here as previous immigrant groups were. Citing a 1999 survey by the Washington Post, the Henry K. Kaiser Foundation, and Harvard University, Pastor says that nine of ten Latin immigrants still believe it is important to learn English so they can “fit into American society.”
 He also notes that the rate of those speaking Spanish in the home plummets from first to second generations before virtually disappearing by the third, falling from 73 percent of first generation immigrants to 17 percent of the second and only 1 percent of the third.
 Ruben Rumbaut presents similar data in his 1997 article on the discontents of assimilation, debunking Huntington’s worst-case scenario, sending him a scholarly postcard from the heart of his nightmares:

But even among the most mother-tongue-retentive group – the Mexican-origin youth living in a Spanish-named city on the Mexican border with a large Spanish-speaking immigrant population and a wide range of Spanish radio and TV stations – the force of linguistic assimilation was incontrovertible: while [in 1992] only one-third (32%) of the Mexico-born children preferred English, by [1995-6] that preference had doubled to 61 percent; and while just over half (53%) of the U.S. born preferred English [in 1992], that proportion had jumped to four-fifths (79%) three years later.

Rumbaut goes on to say that this astounding rate of acceptance occurs in spite of some of these children maintaining their bilingual status. In the later period of 1995-6, for example, despite the Mexico-born children still having a higher proclaimed knowledge of Spanish over English, he says, “Even they nonetheless indicated a preference for English.”
 So not only are these kids learning English, they’re doing it eagerly and in large numbers, a fact that applies even to those who maintain their Spanish language skills. 

From the aggregate to the household to the individual level, relative rates of acquisition are actually improving at an accelerated pace, despite huge growth in their absolute numbers. For many, language acquisition appears to be an additive process now rather than a reductive one; a shift where one language is turned into two (or more) instead of merely being replaced as Huntington implies is has been and should be. The problem here isn’t a lack of language acquisition, then, as Huntington says, or “a failure of third- and fourth-generation people of Mexican origin to approximate U.S. norms,”
 but rather a lack of language abandonment. 

Since Latin immigrants refuse to completely acculturate themselves and speak only English, they pose an inherent and immediate threat to American identity, or so Huntington would have us believe. Despite being wrong both historically and ideologically – previous immigrant groups did not completely abandon their native tongues, after all -- Latin immigrants might be doing themselves more harm than good were they to actually follow Huntington’s suggested path and forgo their language. As Alejandro Portes and Rumbaut have found in their research on Latin immigrant populations, bilingualism actually can be more beneficial than total acculturation. As Alba et al paraphrase the pair in their article, “bilingualism can bring equal, if not greater, benefits… [while] acculturation can lead to negative outcomes.” They continue:

 “[There is] an economic incentive to maintain a mother tongue…Participation in [an ethnic economic enclave model] requires fluency in the ethnic culture and encourages the maintenance and possibly the transmission of the mother tongue across the generations. Bilingualism also may carry educational benefits...[and] educational outcomes superior to those found among English monolinguals.”


Rumbaut, again in his 1997 article, furthers this point and finds that the multilingual non-English immigrant population as a whole performs better than “native born English-only Americans” in school, even such rural-rooted segments as the Laotian Hmong children whose parents were “preliterate peasants.”
 The impact of these findings is wide-ranging and holds for all immigrants, according to Rumbaut, applying to both FEP (Fluent English Proficiency) and LEP (Limited English Proficiency) students in both ESL (English as a Second Language) and regular courses.
 Indeed, citing data from a later survey, he says that from 1992-1995, “at every grade level the children of immigrants outperformed the district norms, although the gap narrows over time and grade level.”
 More specifically, he notes that even though many of the Mexican immigrants’ performance indicators were lower in relation to most of the other immigrant populations, they were often still well above the district norm and that of the non-Hispanic whites.
 

This remarkable universality and scope of application, in addition to a substantial amount of perseverance shown by multilingual populations, is impressive, especially in light of the disadvantages these groups face inhibiting easy achievement. As Rumbaut says, this stubborn success is not due to chance and is not “an artifact of the curriculum.”
 Instead, he posits, a major determining factor of this achievement, “despite significant socioeconomic and linguistic handicaps, is elementary: they work for it.” 
 Rumbaut finds that the work ethic of these immigrant children is well above the national average, spending on average over two hours a day on homework compared with the national average of less than an hour.
 So not only are Latin immigrants not disavowing American identity and refusing to learn English, they are doing it quickly, widely, and eagerly. Moreover they are arguably better off for maintaining their current path than the English monolinguals criticizing them for allegedly subverting the culture, learning the language while working harder and performing better than average in school along the way. 

The Costs of Manual Labor

Another assumption inherent to Huntington’s argument is that once Mexican immigrants get here, they remain in low wage, low security, manual labor jobs, negatively affecting society as jobs are taken out from under eager, more deserving non-immigrants. This is a popular refrain over the course of history – one need only turn on the right wing political radio or rifle through the various papers’ op-eds to find the latest incarnation -- yet one that also turns out to be false when you consider the statistics relative to the population they describe. If you look at the numbers in the aggregate as Huntington does, Mexican immigrants do appear to be falling only into positions of manual labor. As David Spener and Frank Bean point out in their 1999 article examining self-employment patterns, Mexican immigrants are less than half as likely to be managers, (semi) professionals, or clerks/secretaries when compared to Asian immigrants or non-Hispanic whites and more than twice as likely to be craftspeople/artisans, operators/laborers, or service workers.
 But this is in cases where the ethnic population is small and/or dispersed. In cities where the population is high –areas like Miami and Los Angeles, along with the ominous “beachheads” Huntington refers to
 – the picture is entirely different. Spener and Bean go on to assert that these positions – taken out of necessity and not as an avenue of first choice
 – need to be considered in relation to the relative population size to fully appreciate what is occurring. To quote:

As the relative size of the ethnic market increases, the negative effect of increasing the Mexican-immigrant self-employment rate is considerably reduced. Indeed, in metropolitan areas with large Spanish-speaking majorities, the effect of raising the self-employment rate becomes significantly positive with regard to earnings and hourly wages.

This increase in wages translates into a boon for all members of the working class, not just the immigrants themselves, as Rumbaut points out in his 1994 article. Citing statistics from Maria Enchautegui’s 1992 national survey, he found that for all counties in the US with populations over 100,000, the greater the foreign-born immigrant population, the greater the employment gains for everyone else, with immigrants adding twice as many jobs to those areas as non-Hispanic natives.
 In short, then, “immigrants create more jobs than they themselves fill,”
 a scenario far less parasitic and dire than the one Huntington paints. Furthermore, this finding seems to hold irrespective of whether the immigrants were legal or not, as “significant net economic benefits” accrued to US natives in these areas regardless of the immigrants’ status.
 In fact, Rumbaut says, 

“As a rule, the entry of immigrants into urban labor markets helps to increase native wages as well as productivity and investment, sustain the pace of economic growth, and revive declining sectors such as light manufacturing, construction and apparel (New York City, Los Angeles, and Miami provide examples.)”
 [Emphasis, original]

This benefit, one whose cause and effect apply across the boards – by all Mexican immigrants, for all members of society, respectively – effectively mutes another of Huntington’s alarm bells, one sounded by the large flow of illegal aliens. 

The key to understanding the insistence of Mexican immigrants staying in manual labor positions -- a point Huntington completely neglects -- relates to the overall changing character of immigration today in comparison with that of previous waves. The time horizon of immigrants coming to this country today is far different than that of earlier generations, in fact it is far shorter. Immigrants no longer make the long, arduous journey by boat as they did at the turn of the century, primarily coming to stay permanently – the romantic notion of the poor, huddled masses stepping off the boats at Ellis Island that Huntington summons no longer applies.
  Instead, a growing number of today’s immigrants are temporary entities, coming to this country to reap the benefits of our economy and work for several years before returning to their homeland with the fruits of their labor. Rumbaut, in his closing discussion on assimilation, puts it well:

Many immigrants do not stay in the United States but leave after a period of time. When we talk of “assimilation” we are, of course, talking primarily about the children (and grandchildren) of those immigrants who came and stayed in the United States; practically no attention is paid, comparatively or otherwise, to those who came and went back to their countries of origin or elsewhere, despite the fact that emigration was vary substantial in the early part of this century and remains so today (even granting that reliable data are absent and that none have been officially collected since 1957).

The acknowledgement of this eventual departure provides a window into understanding the Mexican immigrant’s high reliance on short-term, manual labor as opposed to the Cuban immigrant’s frequent creation of small, independently-owned businesses, endeavors that imply a longer time horizon for the latter. Portes and Rumbaut add to this perspective saying, “Mexican immigrants are part of a cyclical flow, and many plan to return or retire in Mexico.
 Cuban refugees – at least after the failure of the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion – left the island with few prospects for return.”
 As a result, these two communities have two very different outlooks for the long-term, they argue, which dictates their actions in the short-term. The Mexican immigrants, who left their country with the option of one day returning, reinforce the “sojourner” theory of immigrant entrepreneurship the pair describes and as a result “are in fact more willing to engage in low-wage labor and other forms of temporary employment than in long-term business planning.”
 The Cubans, on the other hand, effectively burned the bridge home by coming here and thus have a much longer time horizon for living in this country, leading them to implement strategies that are the exact opposite of those held by the Mexican immigrants of the first scenario.

So it seems, again, that all the fuss is uncalled for – Huntington has unnecessarily cried “wolf” and stirred up the pot of ethnic distrust and division. As Carola and Marcelo Suarez-Orozco note in their book, though, Huntington’s fear of an economic crisis sparked by immigration is not atypical, historically. Citing Princeton sociologists Thomas Espenshade and Maryanne Belanger’s thirty-year study of national opinion surveys,
 the pair found “a very strong correlation exists between anti-immigrant sentiment and economic anxiety, particularly around unemployment rates. Put simply, when unemployment rates are high, anti-immigrant feelings are also usually high.”
 This sentiment then, while historically common, is misleading and actually incorrect, based on faulty causal assumptions – that high immigration equals high unemployment, foremost among them. As shown above, Mexicans, by remaining in manual labor positions, do not cost our society by snatching jobs from the hands of non-immigrants as is assumed, but replenish all they take while creating more in the process, boosting wages and overall earnings for everyone around them to boot. In short, then, it is not the scary zero-sum game we’re led to believe it is.

Concluding Remarks

In the beginning of his article, right after the text of this paper’s opening quote, Huntington says something rather telling when reflecting upon previous generations of immigrants in this country:

But Americans have tended to generalize about immigrants without distinguishing among them and have focused on the economic costs and benefits of immigration, ignoring its social and cultural consequences. As a result, they have overlooked the unique characteristics and problems posed by contemporary Hispanic immigration.

I would argue Huntington has done a fair share of that which he criticizes in his article (and presumably in his forthcoming book, as well), making broad generalizations about an extremely diverse population of people – both amongst ethnicities and within them – without properly considering their singularities or distinguishing among them. He is also guilty of a slightly different phrasing of the latter part – by focusing on unique characteristics of the problems of immigration irrelative of their context, Huntington has overlooked the economic and social benefits that result as well. That, coupled with the incendiary insinuations he has married his assertions to, negligently mixes a rather dangerous cocktail. One needs look no further than the subheadings of his article to gauge the flavor of his assumptions – “Blood is Thicker than Borders;” “Contempt of Culture;” “Irreconcilable Differences.” 

I have tried to take a different tack in this paper, adopting what I would argue is a more logical strategy. Rather than decontextualizing elements of Latin immigration flows – a reality that is far from flawless, to be sure -- this paper has tried to poke holes in several of Huntington’s statements and implications by considering alternative viewings of the data relative to the population it describes. Rather than singling out ever growing numbers of Latin immigrants, decreasing percentages of English proficiency and acceptance, and growing instances of Latin immigrants in manual labor positions, I have attempted to consider these rates relative to the population they describe and examine their effects with a broader, less alarmist state of mind. 

This paper has tried to appreciate the variation inherent to these populations and resisted painting them with a broad brush, opting instead to present some alternative interpretations reflecting the differences among and within these groups. It has shown that what it means to be American has never been (and is not now) one that revolved simply, or primarily, around acceptance and usage of the English language. It has shown that despite the lower overall percentages of English proficiency exhibited by Latin, and more specifically Mexican, immigrant populations, their rate of improvement relative to their population size well exceeds that of previous waves of immigration, tripling, at worst, from second to third generations according to previously cited statistics on home usage. And this paper has shown that despite a high number of Latin immigrants in manual labor positions, in their areas of highest concentration – the places that cause Huntington such concern -- there are universal economic benefits generated by their doing so, including positive effects on wages and earnings, regardless of the immigrant’s legal status. 

These findings paint a picture that stands in stark contrast to the bleak and inflammatory one portrayed by Huntington, one of a time honored American identity drowning in a sea of Latin immigrants. Portes and Rumbaut offer a brighter, more enticing portrayal of our country’s future in their book:

Throughout the history of the United States, communities created by foreign groups have been a significant force in promoting the growth and economic vigor of cities like New York, Boston, San Francisco, and Los Angeles, as well as entire regions like the Midwest. Once immigrants have settled and integrated into the society, their traditions and folkways have entered local culture. After a while, these syncretic products become institutionalized and are proudly presented by all as “typical” of the local lore. St. Patrick’s Day parades, German beer fests, Chinese New Year celebrations, Mardi Gras carnivals, Mexican fiestas, and the like are manifestations of this process.


Latin immigration – and immigration in general, for that matter -- is not a perfect reality, as was already mentioned. It, like all things in life, is host to any number of problems and opportunities for improvement. But just because it is not an arcadian quantity does not mean it is an utterly broken one either, one fraught with perilous problems that threaten the core of our country’s identity and existence. Huntington’s decision to flout hard reality and fact, instead embracing easy bigotry and fiction, and his reliance on (and reinforcement of) archaic, outdated stereotypes – Mexicans are lazy, continually pregnant, lacking in skills, etc. – is truly unfortunate for a man of his position and stature. Huntington’s article, then, besides being unnecessarily alarmist and xenophobic, is factually flawed and overly pessimistic, a dangerous recipe in today’s culture of ethnic volatility.
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