Amy Wax Is Wrong. Immigrants Are Integrating Just Fine Into American Society.
An interview with CUNY Graduate Center professor Richard Alba.
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Amy Wax decided to say the quiet part out loud. During last week’s conference on “national conservatism” in
D.C., the University of Pennsylvania law professor delivered a speech in which she argued that U.S.
immigration policy should be designed to let in more migrants from “Europe and the First World” and fewer
from the “Third World.” This, she admitted, “means in effect taking the position that our country will be better
off with more whites and fewer nonwhites.”

Wax’s remarks were widely condemned as bigoted (though some on the right defended them). But what struck
me most about the imbroglio was her rationale. The professor argued, in short, that immigrants from places like
Central America were simply incapable of integrating smoothly into American society. At one point, she
derided the idea that “people who come to the U.S., no matter from what cultural background, will quickly
come to think, live, and act just like us” as the “the dogma of magic dirt.” She also suggested that if the U.S. did
not clamp down on Central and Latin American immigrants, we are “going to sink back significantly into Third
World—ism. We are going to go Venezuela.”

This is all very much at odds with what academics have found when they’ve looked at whether immigrants are
successfully integrating into the country. In 2015, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine released a more than 400-page report on the topic. “Overall, the panel found that current immigrants
and their descendants are integrating into U.S. society,” it stated, simply. To learn a bit more about the issue of
immigrant integration and common myths about it, I reached out to Richard Alba, a professor at the Graduate
Center of the City University of New York and one of the report’s co-authors. The conversation has been edited
for length and clarity.
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Jordan Weissmann: Have you been following the controversy over the “national conservatism”
conference?

Richard Alba: Well, rather distantly. | know that this Penn Law professor, Amy Wax, spoke there and said that
the United States would be better off with more whites and fewer minorities, or words to that effect. To that
effect. That’s all | know.

There is this idea on the right, especially among people like Wax, that certain kinds of immigrants can’t
really assimilate or integrate. Is there any truth to that?

I don’t think so. If we go back about a century, we would find similar arguments being made against the
Southern and Eastern European immigrants who were very numerous in the early 20th century. Especially
Italians and Eastern European Jews. So that alone, it seems to me, should make us at least suspicious about this
claim.

But I think the evidence in the NAS report is very clear that immigrants, and especially their descendants—their
children and their grandchildren—are integrating in many respects into American life. There is absolutely no
reason to say that on cultural grounds they are unable to do so.

I want to talk about the word integration. In the report, you guys define it as “the process by which
immigrant groups and host societies come to resemble one another,” which—

Yeah, | don’t actually care for that definition. That’s interesting— | would define it differently.

How would you define it? | would define integration as meaning two things. One is that immigrants and their
descendants increasingly participate in American institutions on a basis approaching parity with native-born
Americans. And the second part is that immigrants and their descendants are gradually accepted as people—and
this goes right to the heart of what we were just talking about—who can be seen as Americans.

I would add a third thing, which isn’t really integration. But it comes closer to what | would call assimilation.
And that is, increasingly, members of immigrant groups, especially those born in the United States, develop
personal relationships with other Americans that are not determined by ethno-racial difference. So, for instance,
mixing in families would be an example of that kind of relationship. And maybe you’re aware that there’s a lot
of data that shows increasing mixing in families, especially among white Americans and the descendants of
immigrants.

What you’re saying suggests that assimilation and integration are really a two-way street. They’re about
immigrants adopting customs but also natives embracing immigrants. Absolutely. And it’s a two-way street
in a deeper sense. Immigrants do change the society, the nature of the mainstream society. It’s easier to see this
in historical perspective. Throughout its history, until the middle of the 20th century, the mainstream of
American society defined itself as white and Christian. And Christian meant not Catholic. It meant Protestant.
And as part of what | would describe as the mass assimilation after World War Il of white ethnics into
American society, Jews and Catholics both became undoubtedly a part of the mainstream society. The very
identity of the society changed from Christian to Judeo-Christian. It’s hard to imagine, | think, a more profound
impact, given the tremendous importance of religion as a kind of definition of who is American throughout
much of American history.

How do we measure whether integration is happening in real time? How do we tell? We have a certain set
of standard measures that are very good measures of integrative shifts. For example, we look at the educational
attainment of different generations. We look at the occupational position of different generations. Especially the
second generation, the children of immigrants. We look at indicators of social acceptance. That would mean



what kind of neighborhood do they live in, and who are their relatives. That’s where | think we’re seeing really
important changes that have not gotten the attention they deserve.

The rate of intermarriage across the major lines of race and ethnicity has been rising steadily. Looking at birth
certificate data, | can see that 14 to 15 percent of babies born in the United States today have parents from
different ethno-racial categories. And more than 10 percent have a white parent and a minority parent. And this
is going up. It’s going to continue to increase at least for a while. It has pretty profound implications.

There’s a meme on the right that Mexican and Central American immigrants are less apt to learn
English. Is there any truth to that? It’s a nonsense argument. There’s no data that would support it. All of the
data shows that even among Latin Americans the importance of Spanish declines, especially starting with the
second generation. And English dominance is really basically achieved by the second generation, but it
continues to rise into later generations.

That’s no different from what happened to the Europeans. | mean, the famous linguistic research by Joshua
Fishman showed a three-generation conversion to English monolingualism. He didn’t say, Oh, well, the
immigrants all adopt English. That’s total nonsense. They didn’t. My grandparents were all immigrants, two
from Italy and two from Ireland. And many of my Italian immigrant relatives did not speak English. Or if they
did, they spoke it very haltingly. But Italian has really more or less disappeared as a family language in the
United States except maybe for a small number of Italian immigrant families.

Is part of the problem that conservatives, or people who are concerned about immigrants, are focusing a lot
on the first generation and expecting— Well, I think that’s part of it. But there’s also another part of it, which
is that they don’t really grasp with any nuance the history of immigration and the history of immigrant
integration. They’ve made up a mythology that it was very rapid. No! It wasn’t. So, immigration from Southern
and Eastern Europe more or less was halted by the 1920s immigrant restriction legislation. And then came the
Depression, of course. It wasn’t really until after World War Il—and for Italians it wasn’t immediately after the
war; it took a while—Dbut those 25 years after 1945 were when an enormous amount of integration of second-
and third-generation ethnics took place.

An interesting contrast here is between the Jews and the Italians. So the Jews had a very rapid and socio-
economic rise. But! They remained a group apart, not necessarily entirely by their own choice. Of course, there
was a great deal of hostility toward Jews in American society. But by the 1970s, their intermarriage rates were
rising. And as you probably know, they’re about 50 percent today. Much higher than they were in the
immediate postwar period.

In the Italian case, it’s much more a question of socio-economic rise. | mean they really brought sort of limited
industrial skills to the United States and limited literacy. But in this period, you see a really rapid sort of ascent
in terms of the educational attainment of a U.S.-born Italian American, and since 1970 they’ve caught up with
whites.

It seems like the key here is that it’s always a multigenerational process.

It’s a multigenerational process. And the report shows this clearly. It shows that there is a large rise—for
Mexicans, say—in educational attainment between the first and the second generations.

Is there anything to the idea that letting in fewer immigrants at a time helps the integration process?

It’s possible that there’s something to that. It’s possible that there’s something to that idea. But | don’t think
we’re letting in so many immigrants. We need immigration, what | would call a rather modest rate of ongoing
immigration—it’s about 3 percent or so per decade. In the late 19th century and the early 20th century,
immigration rose as high as 10 percent per decade. So to me it’s a reasonable level given our need for



immigrants. [Editor’s note: The net international migration rate in 2013 was 3.1 new migrants per 1,000 U.S.
residents; between 1860 and 1910 it hovered between 5.5 and 7 per 1,000.]

What about the more abstract notions of cultural assimilation? There seems to be this notion that if someone
comes from Latin America, that somehow they’re not going to be able to grasp American civic responsibility,
that they’re going to bring a little Chavismo with them—

Is there even a shred of evidence that would support this? One factor we could point to is the service in the U.S.
military of Latinos, which is, I think, relatively high. I mean, wouldn’t that be a definition of accepting civic
responsibility as an American? I think this is just such a specious argument. And let me say, it has an ancestor
in the anti-Catholic attitudes of the white Protestant majorities of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
Catholics were in a religion where the authority of the pope and the priests was considered to be so great that
they couldn’t be good democratic citizens. Would anybody make such an argument today?

I want to say one more thing about Amy Wax. And that is American society needs immigrants. It needs
immigrants if it’s going to remain economically vital and culturally vital. If we look at things like the arts in
American society, it’s very clear that the new groups have added a great deal, if you will, to the palette of
American culture. And Amy Wax can wax romantic, if you want, about who can come and who we can keep
out, but the reality is that Europeans are not going to come to the United States in great numbers. We’re going
to need immigrants from a lot of different points on the globe. And we’re going to have to trust that our society
still has the power to integrate them as it did in the case of past waves that were also despised by native
Americans at the time.
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You can read my forthcoming book (in 2020), The Great Demographic Illusion, for a analytic synthesis oﬂ
the evidence. For individuals of Anglo-Hispanic parentage, there nothing substantial to support that‘
concern. Helpful for you might be the Pew Report on Hispanic identity.\
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In any event | can't speak for Wax but one pertinent concern would be assimilation into a mixed—race\
American underclass 1‘
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We have good evidence since the NAS report. The 2019 ACE report, which perhaps you should look at,
reveals an Hispanic surge in college attendance and graduation--this is labeled the big story, and it is one‘
of the early 21st century.\

So the evidence is somewhat ambiguous, because a significant percentage of Hispanic-descent Americans\
no longer call themselves "Hispanics" by the third generation, and they tend to be more educated. But a‘
recent ACE report finds a surge in Hispanic education since ZOOO.\
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| have read that Hispanic immigrant educational/economic achievement, after rising in the 2nd gen, stalls‘
below American mean. Is that true?\
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\Sorry, you're wrong. This is a matter of evidence, not just impressions.
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My interview with a Slate journalist about Amy Wax's racist argument that America is better off with more\
whites is online: (link: https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2019/07/amy-wax-richard-alba-immigrant-
assimilation.html) sIate.com/news—and—poIit...?‘
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Conservatives Like Amy Wax Are Wrong. Immigrants Are Integrating Just Fine Into the U.S.\

CUNY professor Richard Alba explains that today's new arrivals are assimilating the same way past‘
generations did.‘
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Ilhan Omar: No debate on 'whether Trump is a racist' | UpFront Hers is a remarkable journey:
from a refugee camp in Kenya to a state legislature in the United States. In 2016, Ilhan Omar
became the first elected Somali-American Muslim lawmaker in the US, the same night that

Donald Trump was elected president.
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