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Introduction

In fact, people do not acculturate into an entire culture, which 
only exists in textbooks. This is especially true in America, 
which is too diverse to be a single culture even for textbook 
purposes. 

—Herbert Gans, “Second-Generation Decline”

Paul Zagada, a 62-year-old second-generation Mexican American 
lawyer, enthusiastically explained his “Coca-Cola, 7-Up, and Evian water” 
image of the way the racial identities of Mexican immigrants and their 
descendants change with each generation. To him, the Mexican immigrant 
generation is the “Coca-Cola” generation because they are rich in tradition 
and hold onto it in their new context. Their children are the “7-Up” gen-
eration because they lose some of the “color” of the culture and are more 
acculturated to the United States than their parents. The third generation is 
the “Evian water” because it has lost both its color and its carbonation, or 
cultural vibrancy, and has wholesale become a part of U.S. society. Note that 
when Paul discusses himself, his family, and his ethnic group, he does so in 
very racialized terms. One can easily interpret Paul’s observation about the 
loss of dark “Coca-Cola” color with each successive generation to refer to 
skin color, a common proxy for race. Then Simón, a thirty-something first-
generation immigrant from Mexico who works in Paul’s office, entered the 
room. What makes Simón different from the majority of immigrants from 
Mexico is that he is educated and bilingual. Paul recapitulated his “Coca-
Cola, 7-Up, and Evian water” theory to Simón. Simón asked, “Well, what 
am I?” Paul was stumped, puzzling over the fact of Simón’s education, occu-
pation, and class level. He said Simón did not fit “Coca-Cola” because while 
he is steeped in tradition he has an atypical experience of immigration to 
the United States and life experience following immigration. “Maybe he’s 
Diet Coke?” I offered. Paul affirmed, “Oh, I love it! Yeah! He’s still Coke but 
a bit different.” 
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 While this exchange among Paul, Simón, and myself implies dilution as 
each generation in a family metaphorically becomes weaker in color and car-
bonation, this conceptualization is oversimplified. Indeed, as Simón’s biog-
raphy testifies, people migrate to the United States with different levels of 
human capital (education, occupational experience, skills) and enter through 
various institutional and social networks. Once on U.S. soil, furthermore, 
immigrants discover the truth behind Herbert Gans’s caution about accul-
turation processes at the beginning of the chapter—that the United States “is 
too diverse to be a single culture even for textbook purposes.” The many sub-
cultures that comprise the United States offer a variety of cultures and social 
networks that immigrants could possibly join. 
 Centuries-old questions over the fate of immigrant groups still rever-
berate in American public discourse. Debates over immigration, bilingual 
education, multiculturalism, and American culture all boil down to ques-
tions of American culture and belonging—who belongs and who does not. 
Historically, beginning with the 1790 Naturalization Act, which restricted 
naturalization to “white persons,” as well as in contemporary times, U.S. 
citizenship and civil rights have been awarded on the basis of race. Lines 
of whiteness versus otherness are drawn and redrawn in order to preserve 
white privilege (such as citizenship rights) and maintain the subjugation 
of nonwhites (Haney López 1996). In recent years, Californians have voted 
on various propositions defining racial and ethnic boundaries, addressing 
issues such as eligibility for social service benefits, the official language of 
the state, and the lawfulness of collecting racial data.1 Some argue that the 
definition of whiteness may expand to include groups previously defined as 
nonwhite, provided they culturally conform to whiteness to an acceptable 
degree, in order to preserve white privilege (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Guinier and 
Torres 2002; Warren and Twine 1997). As in the past, contests over race are 
simmering, as are issues of legality and illegality, a product of U.S. immigra-
tion law that actively determines both inclusion and exclusion (De Genova 
2005).
 The question of whether or how well Mexican Americans will integrate 
into mainstream U.S. society has persisted for decades. The answer is not 
merely a matter of volition but depends in no small part on how receptive 
mainstream society is toward this group. The notion of Mexican Americans 
as “unassimilable” has permeated public thought (Heller 1966; Huntington 
2004a), perhaps perpetuating resistance to Mexican American integration. 
Indeed, nearly forty years ago researchers of Mexican Americans in Califor-
nia and Texas remarked,
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To discover yet another ethnic group that is showing signs of assimila-
tion would be nothing out of the ordinary if it were not for the widespread 
belief that Mexican Americans were “unassimilable”—forever alien to the 
American way of life—and predestined for low social status. The general 
experience of immigrant populations in the United States was rarely if ever 
projected to this minority. . . . [T]hese stubborn notions are in need of revi-
sion. (Grebler, Moore, and Guzman 1970: 10; emphasis in original)

Threads of nativist hostility from earlier eras remain resonant with much of 
the American populace. For example, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, when 
the United States instituted restrictions on Asian immigration,2 the Mexican 
migrant labor that became a necessary reserve army of labor in the wake of 
all these legal exclusions was met with nativist antipathy (De Genova 2005; 
Gutiérrez 1995; Montejano 1987). Vigilante groups like the Texas Rangers 
who aimed to subordinate Mexicans through intimidation and violence have 
found a contemporary incarnation in paramilitary groups like the Minute-
men Militia. According to anthropologist Leo Chavez (2008), the Minute-
men Militia is a prime example of the “Latino threat narrative” discourse in 
action. The Latino threat narrative is a racist, xenophobic, nativist discourse 
that “posits that Latinos are not like previous immigrant groups, who ulti-
mately become part of the nation [because they are] unwilling or incapable 
of integrating, of becoming part of the national community” (2008: 2). In 
this reductionist and fear-laden rhetoric, all Latinos are viewed as immi-
grants (who, in reality, comprise 39.8 percent of the Hispanic population in 
the United States [Pew Hispanic Center 2007b]), an invading force that is 
destabilizing national unity. In news press articles, the metaphors used to 
discuss immigration are exceedingly negative and fear arousing, including 
references to floods, tides, invasions, takeovers, sieges, diseases, burdens, 
animals, forest fires, and criminals (Santa Ana 2002). Latinos are figured as a 
threat to the nation due to a language, culture, fertility, and race nexus fear-
fully referred to as the “browning of America.” 
 Using interview data rather than emotion-driven ideology, Mexican 
Americans Across Generations investigates the racial identity formation and 
incorporation trajectories of three-generation Mexican American families 
in California. Mexican Americans Across Generations explores the primary 
question, How do first-, second-, and third-generation Mexican Americans 
come to their sense of racial identity? Secondary questions follow: How does 
a sense of race get transmitted or transformed through three generations in 
a family? Outside of the family, what other social arenas affect one’s sense of 
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racial self? As racial self-perception is an indicator of assimilation, what inte-
gration patterns predominate? 
 My research finds that Mexican immigrants, their children, and their 
grandchildren become increasingly embedded in U.S. institutions and ways 
of life with each successive generation. However, there is substantial vari-
ability in the ways members of each generation experience and express 
their racial identity and cultural legacy even while successfully navigating 
U.S. institutions and appropriating U.S. culture. I develop a framework to 
understand this. “Thinned attachment” describes families whose commit-
ment to and familiarity with their Mexican heritage wanes over time. By con-
trast, “cultural maintenance” describes those families that continue Mexican 
cultural practices, Catholicism, and the Spanish language through all three 
generations. Family ideologies, teachings, and memories (often in the form 
of family stories) are vehicles that transmit content of identity intergenera-
tionally. Each generation’s racial identity style—or palette of racial identity 
options—is informed by both “appropriated memories” (inherited from oth-
ers) and “personally acquired memories” (developed from direct experience) 
(Mannheim 1936). Forces beyond the family, including public spaces, educa-
tional systems, peer networks, religious institutions, and occupations, also 
powerfully shape racial identity and assimilation trajectories.
 As Mexican immigrants and their families deal with what it means to 
be Mexican American, my research offers a case study into the processes of 
racial identity formation and assimilation—the process of adaptation to a 
host country. Racial identity formation is the interactional process whereby 
an individual negotiates the racial component(s) of his or her social iden-
tity. Through interactions with other individuals and institutions, people 
negotiate the social ascriptions (such as race) imposed upon them and, in 
response, develop an understanding of and ways to navigate these social cat-
egories. The patterns of incorporation discussed in this book are far from 
a story of simple dilution with each passing generation. Instead, this work 
problematizes notions of uncomplicated and unavoidable eventual assimila-
tion into the U.S. mainstream in a way that forsakes forbearers’ racial and 
cultural identity.
 Whether Mexican Americans, or Latinos generally, are a race or an ethnic 
group is a fraught question in the social sciences, in politics, and within the 
group itself. Scholars debate the definitions of “race” and “ethnicity,” as well 
as their application to Latinos. Prevailing usages of the terms “race” and “eth-
nicity” conflate them.3 Due to the socially constructed nature of race and eth-
nicity and their various applications through history, there is contemporary 
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disagreement over the distinction. For instance, regarding Mexican Ameri-
cans, some view this group as a race (Acuna 2000) whereas others view it as 
an ethnicity (Macias 2006; Skerry 1993; Smith 2003) and still others argue in 
favor of the term “racialized ethnic group” (Golash-Boza 2006; Telles and 
Ortiz 2009). I think of Latinos (including Mexican Americans) as not simply 
an ethnic group but a “racialized ethnicity.” I favor this term because Latinos, 
the umbrella category that encapsulates people hailing from Latin American 
countries, are often treated as a separate racial category, despite being listed 
as an ethnicity on the 2000 U.S. Census. 
 “Racialized ethnic group” honors the notion that Latinos can be racially 
black or white (or Asian or Native American Indian) as well as underscores 
the highly racialized experiences that this population undergoes. Many inter-
viewees referred to their experience as one of a subordinated racial group 
rather than one that is merely distinguished by ethnicity or culture. Race 
is understood to be (and is experienced as) biological and unchangeable, 
rather than something you can choose (Blauner 2001). Currently, there is a 
renewed debate about the biological basis of race, fueled by the fact that it is 
commonplace to use skin color as a proxy for race (Duster 2003). The com-
monsense understanding of race is that it is inherited, innate, and unchange-
able, whereas ethnicity is understood to be cultural, a matter of shared tra-
ditions such as customs, language, or food. One issue this book explores is 
the degree to which Mexican Americans experience themselves as a race as 
opposed to an ethnic group, whether this experience changes generationally, 
and what accounts for any persistence or change.
 As for terminology used in this book, I use “race” as a label imposed from 
outside by the ways people treat one another. I use “ethnicity” to refer to 
culture that is embraced or “chosen” (Gans 1979; Waters 1990). Race can be 
understood as a human group that is “socially defined on the basis of physi-
cal characteristics”; “the selection of markers and therefore the construction 
of the racial category itself . . . is a choice human beings make” (Cornell and 
Hartmann 1998: 25). Note that there is more genetic variation within sup-
posed racial groups than between them (Cornell and Hartmann 1998; Duster 
2003; Obasagie 2009). This highlights that the lines dividing racial categories 
are social divisions rather than genetic or natural ones. On the other hand, 
ethnicity relies on self-definition whereas race is an ascriptive characteris-
tic, assigned to people by others. Ethnicity is “subjective,” relying on indi-
viduals voluntarily to claim group membership, and holds that a “distinctive 
connection” based on “common descent” (Cornell and Hartmann 1998: 17) 
unifies the group. Importantly, there is overlap between ethnicity (elective 
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self-definition) and race (imposed) even here, in that ethnic claims often 
refract what others tell us we are: “although an ethnic identity is self-con-
scious, its self-consciousness often has its source in the labels used by outsid-
ers. The identity that others assign to us can be a powerful force in shaping 
our own self-concepts” (Cornell and Hartmann 1998: 20). This overlap not 
only reveals the shared terrain of these terms but also shows the interactional 
nature of self and society.
 As scholars, politicians, and the public deliberate the “who are we?” ques-
tion of national identity, it is imperative to take an empirical look at the 
impact of Mexican immigration on these debates. Who do Mexican immi-
grants and their successive family generations become after settling in the 
United States? Do they assimilate? If so, what routes of racial and cultural 
incorporation do they take as they assimilate into U.S. society? How do 
families transmit concepts of culture and racial identity across generations? 
Samuel Huntington’s (2004b: 230) polemical work argues that “contiguity [of 
sending and receiving countries], numbers, illegality, regional concentra-
tion, persistence [of immigration waves], and historical presence” combine 
to make Mexican immigration distinct from previous immigration from 
Europe, Asia, and Latin America. Rather than simply presuming or fear-
fully exaggerating the impacts of Mexican immigration and immigrants on 
America, my book offers a detailed perspective on people’s subjective experi-
ences of immigration and settlement. The degree to which Mexican Ameri-
cans experience their ancestry as an ethnicity—diluted in each generation 
and ultimately an “ethnic option” (Waters 1990)—as opposed to experienc-
ing it in terms of separation, subordination, and racialization, is precisely 
what this book investigates empirically.
 I interviewed members of middle-class families in part to determine 
whether and in what ways these economically successful and structurally 
integrated Mexican Americans are racialized. Are Mexican Americans more 
likely to assimilate and view their heritage “symbolically” (Gans 1979), like 
previous waves of European immigrants, or will racialization forestall that 
option? Portes and Rumbaut (2001), focusing on the first and second genera-
tions, argue that due to low human capital, nativist hostility, racial discrimi-
nation, and a reactive counterculture, Mexican Americans will probably 
experience downward assimilation. Yet, time plays a key role in the assimila-
tion process, and my research extends to the third generation. While a seg-
ment of the Mexican American population is part of an urban underclass 
(Dohan 2003; Sánchez-Jankowski 1991; Vigil 1988), another segment has 
experienced upward mobility (Alba 2006; Perlmann 2005; Reed, Hill, Jepsen, 
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and Johnson 2005; Smith 2003). Mexican American upward mobility adds 
optimism to this group’s assimilability—ostensibly, at least. Thus, determin-
ing whether and in what ways middle-class Mexican Americans are racial-
ized reveals much about Mexican Americans’ ability to assimilate rather than 
stand apart as a racial “other.” A focus on middle-class Mexican Americans 
is interesting because it is precisely this class-privileged group one would 
expect to be able to assimilate. Working one’s way up the socioeconomic 
ladder is a yardstick of assimilation; upward mobility is considered “making 
it” in America. Middle-class Latinos are “considered to be the most success-
ful members of their group and, thus, to face little (or less) discrimination” 
(Feagin and Cobas 2008: 41). Both popular lore and academic writing sug-
gest that social acceptance and first-class citizenship will be awaiting those 
who achieve middle- or upper-class status. The fact that class status does not 
shield middle-class Mexican Americans from the effects of race underscores 
the salience and gravity of race, even among the economically fortunate, 
even among the U.S. born. Even this relatively class-privileged group has 
embittering, racializing experiences that highlight their status as outside of 
the white4 mainstream. This book is therefore as much about achievement of 
upward mobility and middle-class status as it is a story about “racialization 
despite assimilation.”
 Racial identity formation and assimilation occur concomitantly through 
everyday practices and experiences. This book deals with the experien-
tial process of racial identity and assimilation, distilling key moments and 
everyday decisions people make that significantly influence the process, 
speed, and direction of assimilation. As a general trend, as each genera-
tion takes on more “American” self-descriptions, they also take on more 
“American” modes of life and cultural behaviors. “American” is in quota-
tion marks here—but not hereafter—to point out that “American” is a uni-
versalizing concept that unfairly simplifies the regional character of the 
myriad American identities and overlooks the hybrid nature of identity, 
which includes region, religion, ethnicity, and so forth. Considering the 
variety of racial options and American identities lived out by third-gen-
eration Mexican Americans, this is not an oversimplified story of gradual, 
straightforward assimilation. Given the middle-class status of the families 
in my sample, neither is this book a tale of “segmented assimilation” or 
integration into an already stigmatized subgroup (Portes and Rumbaut 
2001; Portes and Zhou 1993). Mexican American identity is not yet an 
“ethnic option” (Waters 1990), as it is for white ethnics. Indeed, all three 
generations experience a high degree of racialization in numerous social 
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arenas. Thus, the story that unfolds here is not simple and straightforward 
but instead follows a “bumpy-line” (Gans 1992a) and branches in a number 
of directions. 

Theories of Assimilation 

“Racialization despite assimilation” is an innovative approach to think about 
the way race informs integration trajectories and also to demonstrate that to 
be racialized and to be assimilated are not exclusive and opposite states of 
being. Focusing on the institutional and interactional experiences of immi-
grant families and their offspring, I examine the life course trajectories of 
Mexican immigrants, their children, and their grandchildren. I examine the 
daily decisions and key moments wherein acculturation and integration take 
place. By analyzing experiences (rather than life outcome measures) across 
three generations, I am able to distill patterns by which both assimilation 
and racialization occur. It is through everyday decisions, encounters, and 
experiences that individuals and families move toward, resist, and reshape 
patterns of assimilation. 
 Traditional or “straight-line” assimilation theorists assert that assimila-
tion–the process of adaptation to a host country—is the inevitable destiny 
for immigrant groups (Gordon 1964; Park, Burgess, and McKenzie 1925). 
Anglo-conformity has historically been the most prevalent assimilation the-
ory, assuming the “desirability of maintaining English institutions (as modi-
fied by the American Revolution), the English language, and English-ori-
ented cultural patterns as dominant and standard in American life” (Gordon 
1964: 88). This perspective is predicated upon an assumption of European 
superiority. Gordon does not complicate his analysis with concerns such as 
gender, class, culture, historical timing, or structure of opportunity in the 
host country. The final, inevitable destination of Gordon’s theory is assimila-
tion, earning the nickname “straight-line assimilation.” 
 Straight-line assimilation theory was developed in response to the “great 
migration” of the late 1800s and early 1900s. These immigrants, primarily 
from Southern and Eastern European countries, over time assimilated into 
mainstream American culture because they could eventually make claims to 
whiteness. While portrayed by many as generalizable, straight-line assimila-
tion theory is limited by the characteristics of the mostly European5 immi-
grant population and the historical moment (education was not crucial and 
jobs that paid a living wage were more accessible). European immigrants’ 
assertion of whiteness was facilitated by the cessation of migrant flows due to 
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restrictionist laws, making the Mexican American population an interesting 
case because of its continued influx of newcomers, or “immigrant replenish-
ment” (Jiménez 2008; Jiménez 2010).
 Acculturation is no longer the surest path to successful economic incor-
poration, as the straight-line model suggests (Bean and Stevens 2003; Zhou 
and Bankston 1998). Instead, “casting off one’s immigration identity can lead 
to downward mobility—a concept that directly challenges the dominant 
sociological paradigm of straight-line assimilation” (Lee and Bean 2004: 
227). In this light, “selective acculturation” (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes 
and Zhou 1993) and “accommodation without assimilation” (Gibson 1988) 
offer a way to hold on to supportive strands of native culture while simulta-
neously accommodating to the new culture.
 Segmented assimilation, as a revision of straight-line assimilation theory, 
accounts for a variety of assimilation outcomes and addresses what “seg-
ment” of society a group is incorporated into (Portes and Rumbaut 1996; 
Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993; Rumbaut and Portes 2001). 
This theory posits that different levels of human capital facilitate different 
acculturation outcomes (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993). 
This theory accounts for the possibility of downward assimilation (or assimi-
lation into a marginalized or stigmatized subgroup), noting that assimila-
tion into the middle-class mainstream is hardly a certainty (Gans 1992b). 
Segmented assimilation posits three possible outcomes: integration into the 
white middle class, assimilation into a poverty-stricken underclass, and eco-
nomic advancement along with preservation of immigrant community val-
ues (Portes and Zhou 1993: 82). This theory was developed in response to the 
1965 Immigration Act that loosened immigration restrictions, allowing for 
an influx of in-migration from Asian and Latin American countries. 
 Building on segmented assimilation’s insight that race is central to the 
incorporation process,6 I refine bumpy-line assimilation to argue that 
spouse/partner, personal traits (phenotype and name), gender, and social 
position are crucial to integration processes and outcomes. Rather than pre-
dict precise endpoints of the assimilation process—into the mainstream, into 
a marginalized subgroup, or into an economically advanced position while 
continuing immigrant values—bumpy-line assimilation acknowledges a 
gamut of possible assimilation outcomes that do not follow a linear path-
way (Gans 1992a). Bumpy-line assimilation allows for immigrant families 
to be included in the mainstream on various levels (education, linguistics, 
occupation, culture) while also maintaining ethnic cultural values, beliefs, 
practices, and social circles. In this conception, to be assimilated and to 
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be culturally thick or thin are compatible positions. Bumpy-line permits a 
both/and identity formulation—both American and Mexican. Bumpy-line 
does not forecast the same process or outcome for an entire migrant eth-
nic group. Allowing for variation, I refine bumpy-line theory by highlighting 
the elements respondents reported as central to their experience of feeling 
either included or excluded in the greater American society: spouse/partner, 
personal traits (phenotype and name), gender, and social position. Second-
arily, one’s cultural toolkit (English/Spanish language ability and American/
Mexican cultural fluency), social context, institutions, and citizenship status 
also direct Mexican Americans’ life experience, opportunities, achievements, 
limitations, barriers, and identity options. 
 Assimilation is an incremental process that can branch at numerous 
points and lead to a multitude of experiences and outcomes, ranging from 
assimilation with white dominant culture to cultural maintenance to an 
unpredictable process that includes reversals, turns, branches, and bumps. 
Assimilation is incremental and intergenerational, a product of everyday 
decisions (Alba and Nee 2003). Integration into the dominant society is a 
process, one that influences the self-concept of those undergoing it (Kibria 
2002: 197). This “modern assimilation theory” critiques straight-line assim-
ilation theory as a form of “Eurocentric hegemony” because it uses white, 
Anglo-Saxon Protestants as the reference point, which allows no room for 
the positive roles of racial and ethnic minorities. Modern assimilation theory 
argues that immigration will result in the “cultural reshaping of the main-
stream” (Alba and Nee 2003: 282) and that the mainstream will eventually 
include previously excluded populations (although power holders will still 
probably remain whites). Similarly, others have suggested that the people 
who comprise the mainstream, as well as the boundary lines between groups, 
are shifting due to demographic changes spurred by immigration (Kasinitz, 
Mollenkopf, and Waters 2004). As assimilation occurs and the U.S. main-
stream changes, it is imperative to discover how immigrants and subsequent 
generations of their families understand and enact their racial and cultural 
positions in the United States.
 Assimilation theory to date overestimates the linear direction of incorpo-
ration processes and “exaggerate[s] the consistency and uniformity in direc-
tion to which assimilation occurs across a wide range of social dimensions” 
(Telles and Ortiz 2009: 284). Even segmented assimilation theory, which 
accounts for differential levels of human capital, is short-sighted in that it 
presumes discrete, unitary responses and outcomes among groups. Seg-
mented assimilation contends that U.S.-born second- and third-generation 
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Mexican Americans have a primary loyalty to their coethnics, are “locked in 
conflict with white society,” and join a “reactive subculture” to protect their 
self-worth (Portes and Zhou 1993: 88–89). Revealing a class distinction, my 
research shows that this does not hold true for middle-class Mexican Amer-
icans. The question remains: How do race, ethnicity, class, and generation 
shape the life experiences of immigrants and their descendents who achieve 
middle-class status? 
 This book builds on assimilation scholarship by disentangling generations 
in order to examine intergenerational incorporation trajectories. By inter-
viewing three-generation families (grandparent, parent, child), I can iden-
tify different types of multigenerational integration pathways that comprise a 
range of assimilation possibilities. Pursuing the critique that “assimilation, or 
the lack of it, can occur at quite distinct paces and even in an opposite direc-
tion,” this book demonstrates the “bumps” and directional splits within gen-
erations that exist along the road of assimilation (Telles and Ortiz 2009: 284). 
This book builds on the undertheorized concept of “bumpy-line” assimila-
tion by acknowledging both the variety of incorporation experiences over 
generations and the ways in which trajectories can take unexpected turns 
and swerves. 

Theories of Identity: Race, Gender, Family, and Generation

The social-psychological work on identity development is extensive (Breuer 
and Freud 1966; Briggs 1992; Cooley 1998; Erikson 1968; Erikson 1980; Erik-
son 1985; Freud 1938; Freud 1961; Mead 1934; Schachtel 1959a; Schachtel 
1959b). Families, as well as other primary groups such as neighborhoods, 
play groups, or community organizations, are the “nursery of human nature”; 
they are fundamental in the formation of the social nature and ideals of an 
individual (Cooley 1998: 180). Yet, little of this scholarship rigorously inter-
rogates the intrafamilial processes by which people claim racial/ethnic or 
national group membership. Existing literature also lacks information about 
how racial identity and feelings of national inclusion or exclusion change 
over time due to interactions within family generations. This social-psycho-
logical literature leaves open the question of the processes by which racial 
identity and integration into the U.S. national imaginary develop and change 
through the life course and family generations. 
 Both inside and outside the family unit, race is a critical component of 
social identity. Rather than consider race an immutable and ascribed cate-
gory, I consider it flexible, contested, negotiated, and situational. Identities 
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are “strategic and positional” (Hall 1996: 3) as well as contextual. People still 
think with reference to both categorical and relational group memberships 
when trying to draw the boundaries of their identity. While adhering to the 
premise that identities are partial and positional (Hall, Morley, and Chen 
1996), I employ an interactionist approach that holds that culture occurs 
and identity (“presentation of self ”) is manufactured in social interaction 
(Goffman 1959). However, so as not to overstate agency, the possibilities of 
action or self-assertion must be understood and contextualized in relation to 
institutional and cultural structures. People assert agency from within par-
ticular opportunity structures and situations of constraint. Accordingly, one 
critique of segmented assimilation is lack of consideration of the dynamic 
processes of race and gender: “Reducing race and gender to elements of the 
assimilation process  .  .  . deflects attention from ‘the ubiquity of racial [and 
gender] meanings and dynamics’ in everyday life experiences, as well as in 
institutional practices” (Lopez 2003, quoting Omi and Winant 1994).
 “Difference is an ongoing interactional accomplishment” (West and Fen-
stermaker 1995: 8). From this perspective, race is not a preexisting social 
identifier that has a constant and unchangeable meaning. Instead of viewing 
race and its effects as “objective, factual and transsituational,” this standpoint 
posits that properties of social life such as race, class, and gender “are actually 
managed accomplishments or achievements of local processes” (Zimmer-
man 1978: 11). This perspective disrupts the notion that modes of difference 
(such as race) are natural and immutable. Overturning the idea that ascrip-
tions such as race and gender have an essential nature requires that we view 
these social elements as constructed and maintained through social interac-
tions. West and Fenstermaker (1995: 25) write, “Conceiving of race and gen-
der as ongoing accomplishments means we must locate their emergence in 
social situations, rather than within the individual or some vaguely defined 
set of role expectations.” If race is an everyday interactional accomplishment, 
the question becomes, What aspects of social life bear on the creation of a(n 
inherently dynamic) racial self? My respondents reported that family life, 
schools, peer networks, religion, workplaces, and public discrimination were 
all significant in shaping their racial selves and, consequently, their feeling of 
being a part of or apart from the U.S. mainstream. 
 Race does not merely operate on the social-international level, however. 
Race structures societies in eminently important ways. Critical race theory 
applies insights from social science—namely, that race is a social construc-
tion—to the law. It aims “not merely to understand the vexed bond between 
law and racial power but to change it” (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and 
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Thomas 1995: xiii, emphasis in original). Concerned with racism, racial strati-
fication, and discrimination, critical race theory suggests that judicial rulings 
can be shaped by social phenomena, such as race. The law is not objective and 
impervious to human subjectivity and influence; the law is a social construct. 
 Race is in part a legal construction. The law has been manipulated, in par-
ticular in its definition of whiteness, in order to defend a racial hierarchy. 
The law has had a hand in creating, sustaining, or changing racial defini-
tions. Racial categorization, especially of whiteness, carries serious legal 
ramifications, notably U.S. citizenship. Haney López (1996) cogently argues 
that racial prejudices and preferences are encoded in the law, which, in turn, 
affects social organization on a large scale and day-to-day lived experience 
on a small scale. As a concrete example, the legal system actively colored the 
U.S. population through immigration, naturalization, and marriage laws. 
Recall that one had to be deemed a white person in order to immigrate to 
the United States, as established by the 1790 Naturalization Act. This stipula-
tion was challenged through court cases, wherein we witness the elevation 
of a “common knowledge” understanding of race (you know it when you see 
it) and the repudiation of scientific rationale when science failed to justify 
racial boundaries that pleased the court. Admitting to the United States only 
persons defined as white had two direct racist consequences: first, it defined 
American citizenship as synonymous with whiteness; and, second, it directly 
shaped the marriage pool and reproductive choices (Haney López 1996: 15). 
Laws excluded nonwhite races from the country and even stripped women 
of citizenship if they married ineligible men. Given this legal history that 
privileges whiteness, whiteness can be viewed as “status property” in that 
it is protected under American law and carries public and private societal 
benefits (Harris 1993). The law has played a leading role in manipulating the 
phenotypic appearance of the U.S. population and erecting a racial hierarchy. 
 The law colored or racialized the U.S. populace. These legal beginnings 
are “past in present” (Collins 2004) in that they influence racial ideas and 
discourse centuries later. Historically, commonsense beliefs about race were 
encoded in law, which spurred and substantiated ideology. Law both con-
structs and legitimizes race. Once laws regarding race are institutionalized 
and legitimated, they feed racial ideologies that penetrate societies and natu-
ralize racial constructions and the racial order (Haney López 1996). We hear 
echoes of these racialized laws in today’s public and legal concerns regard-
ing who should be admitted to the United States. An undercurrent of this 
conversation is about measuring the worth and fit of populations—foreign 
and native-born alike—against the U.S. “imagined community” (Anderson 
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1991) that was legally prescribed to be racially white. This book details how 
racialized legal restrictions reverberate in the day-to-day lives of American 
citizens who, to varying degrees, feel included or excluded from society on 
the basis of their interactions with institutions and other Americans.
 Like race, gender is a social construction that nonetheless has material, 
emotional, and psychological consequences for the way life is experienced 
(Anderson and Collins 2007). Intersectionality literature shows how gender, 
race, and class are “interlocking systems of domination” (Collins 1991). By 
examining race, class, and gender from a unitary perspective (rather than an 
“additive approach” where one axis of difference is considered central and 
others tacked on), one sees how these systems of privilege and oppression 
interconnect and have a “multiplicative” effect (Collins 1991; Collins 2004; 
King 1988). Feminist “standpoint epistemology argues that all knowledge 
is constructed in a specific matrix of physical location, history, culture, and 
interests” (Sprague 2005: 41). Knowledge comes from a vantage point and 
is therefore partial and historically specific. Black and Third World femi-
nists argue that “standpoints promise to enrich contemporary sociological 
discourse” (Collins 1986: 5) because they unearth marginalized voices and 
provide important supplements to existing knowledge (Sudbury 1998). The 
literature on intersectionality and feminist standpoint theory claims that 
contextualizing the source of knowledge and listening to viewpoints from 
a variety of social locations lends insight into a society’s organization and 
minority women’s empowerment (Anzaldúa 1987).
 The literature on gender and migration holds that international migration 
refashions gender ideologies and gender roles among the migrants and causes 
migrants’ children to negotiate between “old” and “new” world norms (Hon-
dagneu-Sotelo 1994; Jones-Correa 1998; Pedraza 1991; Smith 2006b). In what 
Hondagneau-Sotelo (2003: 9) calls the “third stage of feminist scholarship in 
immigration research,” gender is seen as permeating “practices, identities, and 
institutions.” While it is important to avoid essentializing and homogenizing 
sending and receiving countries and viewing their inhabitants as undifferen-
tiated, gender and generation play a significant role in the way gender rela-
tions in families are constructed and reconstructed in new national contexts 
(Barajas 2009; Barajas and Ramirez 2007; Smith 2006b). As intersectionality 
and standpoint epistemology insist, racialized and gendered life experience 
produces a particular situated knowledge and outlook (Anzaldúa 1987; Col-
lins 1986; Lopez 2003; Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983; Ruddick 1989).
 This book examines racialization and assimilation processes and the way 
they operate or rebound in families. The family is an organic unit that boasts 
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an opportunity to trace racial lineages, experiences, ideologies, and practices 
through three generations. Multigenerational families are an underutilized 
unit of analysis for studying race and assimilation. Typically, when multigen-
erational families are studied, life outcomes rather than life experiences are 
emphasized and two- rather than three-generation families are studied. 
 The family is a cornerstone of identity development. The family is a key 
source of factual family-history information and a wellspring of informal 
education on “what it means to be” or “how to be” of a particular heritage. 
Karl Mannheim (1936) theorizes the intergenerational transfer of knowledge 
as formed by both “appropriated memories” (those taken over from someone 
else) and “personally acquired memories” (those created directly from knowl-
edge gained through one’s own experiences). Both appropriated memories—
such as lessons handed from parents to children that constitute background 
knowledge—and personal experience (“the only sort of knowledge which 
really ‘sticks’ and . . . has real binding power” [Mannheim 1936: 296]) are crit-
ical to knowledge creation. Childhood is the “primary stratum of experience” 
upon which worldviews are drafted, “all later experiences tend[ing] to receive 
their meaning from this original set” (Mannheim 1952: 298). Thus, human 
consciousness is formed by an “inner dialectic,” and worldview formation is 
always constructed with reference to the primary stratum.
 Generations share a “particular kind of identity of location, embracing 
related ‘age groups’ embedded in a historical-social process” (Mannheim 
1936: 292). Generations are subject to common dominant social, intellectual, 
and political circumstances. The insight that race is a negotiation between 
generations (or cohorts), shaped by historical eras, motivates this book. I 
put assimilation theory in dialogue with Mannheim’s generational analysis 
of history and knowledge transmission. By centering on multigenerational 
families, I am able to investigate intergenerational communication within a 
family. I probe the experiential and family-memory aspects of race to dis-
cover how people discuss and negotiate the content, meanings, boundaries, 
and constraints of Mexican American identity. Using this conceptual appara-
tus, we can deepen our understanding of the way historical context and fam-
ily generations bear on racial identity formation and assimilation processes. 
 The focus on race across generations is compelling because the politi-
cal meaning and definition of race is historically contingent. As discussed, 
Mexican Americans have alternately been considered a race and an ethnic 
group. Not only have boundaries around racial categories changed over time, 
but also the meanings attached to racial groups are dependent on historical 
context, generation, and family influence. Indeed, scholars utilizing a “racial-
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generational approach” have discovered that political styles of, perspectives 
on, and involvement in ethnicity change generationally, and often in reaction 
to the wider political climate (Cohen and Eisen 2000; Takahashi 1997). 
 This book is situated at the intersection of identity, race, gender, family, 
and generation literatures. Studies on generations tend to obscure the influ-
ence of family, research on families often loses the generational analysis,7 and 
social-psychological research does not necessarily contextualize individuals 
in their social locations. The family, identity, and race literatures leave unan-
swered the question of how the life experiences and ideologies of the parent 
generation affect the beliefs and practices of the next generation. My book is 
motivated by the realization that life experience does not end with the sin-
gle individual who lives it. Rather, life experiences can profoundly influence 
other family members through shared values and principles, and through 
shared memories and stories. Since neither identity nor culture is static and 
unitary, individuals have some creative agency as they sift through store-
houses of familial knowledge and try to make meaningful both inherited and 
first-hand knowledge about racial identity and their place in U.S. society.

Why Study Mexican Americans?

The question of where the Mexican-origin ethnic group, or the larger Latino 
umbrella category, fits in the U.S. racial landscape is an important one. Lati-
nos are perceived as occupying racial terrain somewhere between blacks 
and whites, somewhere in the “racial middle” (O’Brien 2008). Scholars have 
long focused on the black-white binary in the United States (Blauner 1989; 
Blauner 2001; Carmichael and Hamilton 1992; Collins 1991; Collins 2004; 
Conley 1999; Fanon 1967; Feagin 1991; Fredrickson 1981; Gilroy 1987; Gilroy 
1993; Ignatiev 1995; Lieberson 1980; Massey and Denton 1993; Oliver and Sha-
piro 1995; Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1997; Wilson 1987). Only in the last 
couple of decades has scholarship moved beyond this emphasis by focusing 
on the burgeoning Latino population, widening the black-white dichotomy 
into the multitiered image of a “racial hierarchy” (Chavez 2008; Davila 2008; 
De Genova 2005; Flores and Benmayor 1997; Foley 1997; Gómez 2007; Hon-
dagneu-Sotelo 1994; Jiménez 2010; Marrow 2009; Millard and Chapa 2004; 
O’Brien 2008; Oboler 1995; Williams, Alvarez, and Hauk 2002). Recently 
there has been a surge of literature on Latinos, an increasingly visible popu-
lation. Some scholarship investigates the contributions of this segment and 
other work is born out of fear of the “browning” or “Latinoization” of the 
United States. 
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 There is a dearth of work in the sociology of race literature on the subtle-
ties and contradictions of how Mexican American identity (or Latino iden-
tity) flows through family generations. The bulk of the scholarship on Latino 
families to date concentrates on immigration, settlement patterns, revised 
gender dynamics (Griswold del Castillo 1984; Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001; 
Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001), and the role family and 
cultural background play in youths’ academic achievement (Kao and Tienda 
1995; Kao 1998) or disengagement (Ogbu 1990; Ogbu 1994; Valenzuela 1999). 
Recent portrayals of the rising second generation (Portes and Rumbaut 1996; 
Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut and Portes 2001) carefully detail experi-
ences of acculturation, language acquisition, academic performance, ambi-
tion, and discrimination, yet focus solely on the first and second generations. 
Questions of identification swirl around selecting pre-prescribed options on 
the U.S. Census (Rodriguez 2000) or battling against the limiting nature of 
ethnic labels and calling for political action through self-definition (Oboler 
1995). While some literature traces the history of Mexican American experi-
ences in the United States utilizing age cohorts within ethnic groups as units 
of analysis (Montejano 1987; Sanchez 1993), none grounds its generational 
analysis within family units for a nuanced portrait of the transmission of 
racial identity and culture. 
 Mexican Americans have a rich and complicated history in the United 
States, starting from the fact that the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 
to end the U.S.-Mexican War meant that the United States not only annexed 
one-third of the territory of Mexico (all or part of present-day California, 
Arizona, Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and New 
Mexico) but annexed Mexican citizens as well. It has been argued that the 
international border along the Rio Grande was drawn to usurp as much land 
from Mexico and as few people as possible. At the time of the treaty, a U.S. 
senator is quoted as saying, “We do not want the people of Mexico, either as 
citizens or subjects. All we want is a portion of territory, which they nomi-
nally hold” (De Genova 2005: 218). From the outset, there was resistance to 
incorporation of the Mexican people: the United States avoided according 
citizenship rights to Mexican inhabitants of the newly annexed territories, 
nullified their Mexican land grants, marginalized and discriminated against 
them, circulated ideologies of inferiority, and effectively introduced the 
notion of Mexicans as second-class citizens. After the war, land ownership 
moved from the hands of Mexicans to those of Anglos, followed quickly by 
a division of labor that was delineated by race, a dual-wage system in which 
Mexican Americans were paid less than Anglos for the same work, residen-
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tial segregation, occupational displacement, school segregation, and political 
disenfranchisement (Gutiérrez 1995; Montejano 1987; Sanchez 1993). 
 The U.S. relationship with Mexican immigrants has been marked by racial 
dominance or “internal colonialism.” Robert Blauner (2001: 22) argues, “The 
colonial order in the modern world has been based on the dominance of 
white Westerners over non-Western people of color; racial oppression and 
the racial conflict to which it gives rise are endemic to it.” The dominant 
group secures its superior position through the exclusion and exploitation 
of other groups. Even if ostensibly offered greater economic opportunities in 
the United States, Mexican nationals have historically been pawns of the U.S. 
government. The U.S. federal government heavily recruited Mexican laborers 
during times of U.S. economic boom and forcibly expelled them during the 
Depression of the early 1930s. In the 1930s and 1940s, when Mexican Ameri-
can youth were attaining an ethnic consciousness, combating xenophobia, 
and arguing for dignity in the United States, the United States embarked on 
another round of drafting cheap Mexican labor through the 1942 Bracero 
Program, only to expel suspected illegal workers through Operation Wet-
back of 1954 (Gutiérrez 1995). 
 Since 1848, Mexican Americans have been negotiating their relationship 
with other Americans in U.S. society. Even before California’s statehood in 
1850, fierce debates were waged over where to draw the racial lines, a bound-
ary that would determine who would and would not be extended the fran-
chise and citizenship rights. Mexicans were deemed “white” and extended 
citizenship (although the legal enforcement of this decision was shoddy), 
while California Indians were deemed “nonwhite” and ineligible for citizen-
ship (Almaguer 1994: 9). The legal system—or, more specifically, the white 
power holders who have historically determined law—has itself constructed 
the definition of “whiteness,” a term whose definition has changed through 
time in tandem with nativist political agendas. Furthermore, the judicial 
system has both bestowed and revoked “whiteness” and its attendant legal 
privileges upon various populations at different times (Haney López 1996). 
Mexicans are one of many groups that have been jostled with regard to the 
question of whiteness and legal status. 
 Each generation of Mexican Americans has had to develop a self-con-
ception vis-à-vis white mainstream America. The labels Mexican Americans 
have applied to themselves have changed through time and generation (Bur-
iel 1987) and are sensitive to nativity, language, length of residence in the 
United States, and social context (Hurtado and Arce 1986). Labels include, 
nonexhaustively, “Mexican American,” “Chicano,” “Xicano,” “La Raza,” “His-
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panic,” “Hispano,” “Latino,” “Mexicano,” “Chicano-Mexicano,” and “Tejano” 
(Oboler 1995). I use the term “Mexican American” to refer to my respon-
dents because that is the name that they overwhelmingly used in reference 
to themselves.8 
 The U.S. Census’s changing policies about racial and ethnic categorization 
over time speaks to the socially constructed quality and overall tenuousness 
of racial categories. Racial classification of Hispanics9 has historically varied 
greatly. As a prime example, the U.S. Census definitions of “Hispanic” have 
changed throughout history (Bean and Tienda 1987). In 1930, “Mexican” 
was categorized as a separate “race,” a racial category that had never been 
used before and has not been used since. In 1940, a linguistic definition was 
used—“persons of Spanish mother tongue”—a term that misses those whose 
“mother tongue” is not Spanish yet whose heritage is Hispanic. In the next 
two decades, 1950 and 1960, Hispanic surnames were privileged (“persons 
of Spanish surname”). This practice eclipses those who are Hispanic but do 
not bear a Spanish surname, such as a person whose mother is Hispanic but 
who possesses a non-Hispanic father’s surname or a woman who marries a 
non-Hispanic man and adopts his surname. In 1970, in response to Hispanic 
pressure for a Hispanic self-identifier, a subgroup was asked about their “ori-
gin” and then given several Hispanic-origin options on the questionnaire. 
For the 1940–1970 Censuses, Hispanics were “white” unless they appeared 
to be Indian or Negro. Missing the opportunity to hear how survey respon-
dents racially/ethnically identified themselves, the Census enumerators—
who were mostly white—determined who was white (the default, unmarked 
category), Indian, or Negro. For the most recent three Censuses—1980, 1990, 
2000—“Hispanic” is an ethnic category, so Hispanics can be “of any race” 
they choose (Rodriguez 2000: 102). 
 Even the U.S. Census, a government agency, has been inconsistent regard-
ing the classification of Hispanics. Over four decades, from 1940 to 1970, 
Hispanics were counted according to three different criteria: linguistic in 
1940, surname in 1950 and 1960, and origin in 1970. Furthermore, there is 
clear indecision as to whether Hispanics constitute a separate race (as in 
1930), are part of the “white” race (as in 1940 to 1970), or are best considered 
an ethnic group within an overarching racial category of their choice (1980 
to 2000). As of the 2000 Census, four primary racial groups are designated: 
white, black (African American, Negro), American Indian or Alaska Native, 
Asian,10 as well as “some other race.” “Spanish/Hispanic/Latino”11 is the only 
ethnicity that can be selected in addition to a racial category, making it pos-
sible for a Hispanic person to be of any race. This historic indecision, how-
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ever, reflects popular culture as laypeople and scholars alike are at odds over 
whether Hispanics are a race or an ethnic group. Some argue that the emerg-
ing racial order is “black” versus “nonblack,” implicitly marking blacks as the 
racial outcasts (Warren and Twine 1997). Since Latinos are in an intermedi-
ate zone between blackness and whiteness (According to today’s U.S. Census 
categories, Latinos can be racially black or white.), the question of whether 
Latino-ness is or is not “racialized” is especially interesting.
 Today, Mexico is the leading country of origin for both legal and undocu-
mented immigration into the United States. According to the Pew Hispanic 

Table 1.1
Hispanic and Total Population, by State*

State
Percent 

Hispanic

Total 
Population 
(Million)

Hispanic 
Population 
(Million)

Mexican Origin**  
(as percent of  

Hispanic population)
New Mexico 44% 1.98 .87 52%
California 36% 36.76 13.21 83%
Texas 36% 24.33 8.59 85%
Arizona 30% 6.50 1.89 89%
Nevada 25% 2.60 0.64 78%
Florida 21% 18.33 3.75 16%
Colorado 20% 4.94 0.97 71%
New York 16% 19.49 3.15 13%
New Jersey 16% 8.68 1.38 14%
Illinois 15% 12.90 1.92 78%
Utah 12% 2.74 0.31 75%
Rhode Island 12% 1.05 0.12 6%
Connecticut 12% 3.50 0.41 10%
Oregon 10% 3.79 0.39 83%
Idaho 10% 1.52 0.15 89%

 * Only states with 10 percent Hispanic population or greater are shown. Data repre-
sented in the “total population” column comes from Census 2008 population esti-
mates. All other data come from the 2007 American Community Survey, as tabulated 
by the Pew Hispanic Center.

 ** These “Mexican origin” figures are disaggregated from the “Hispanic population” 
numbers. Data Sources: www.factfinder.census.gov and www.pewhispanic.org.
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Center’s tabulations of the 2007 American Community Survey,12 of the forty-
five million Hispanics residing in the United States in 2007, 64.3 percent (or 
over twenty-nine million people) were of Mexican origin.
 In 2000, “California celebrated the millennium as the second mainland 
state (after New Mexico) to become a ‘majority-minority’ society” (Davis 
2000: 2). In 2007, California’s population was 36 percent people of Hispanic 
origin, compared to the national average of 15 percent. Of California’s thir-
teen million Hispanic residents, 83 percent are of Mexican origin. Nativity 
status varies, with 59 percent of Hispanics in California being U.S. born and 
the remaining 41 percent being foreign born. 
 California is the leading state of residence of legal permanent residents 
(LPR) in 2004, estimated at 3.3 million or 28.5 percent of the total LPR popu-
lation in the United States (Rytina 2006).13 “Mexico was the leading coun-
try of birth of the LPR population in 2004 because legal immigration from 
Mexico far exceeds that of any other sending country, and Mexicans have 
historically been among the least likely LPRs to naturalize” (Rytina 2006: 4). 
Contemporary undocumented immigration to California from all sending 
nations is estimated at one to two hundred thousand per year, with Mex-
ico as the leading country of origin. Further, immigration to California has 
increased five-fold, from 1.8 million in 1970 to 8.9 million in 2000 (PPIC 
2002). Thus the question of whether and how Mexican immigrants will inte-
grate into American society as a distinguishable racial group or as an assimi-
lated “ethnic option” has become urgent politically, culturally, and sociologi-
cally (Portes and Rumbaut 1996; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut and 
Portes 2001; Skerry 1993). 
 As the demographics of the United States, and in particular the south-
western states, change due to the continuing influx of Mexican immigrants, 
concerns over American culture and belonging simmer. By understanding 
who these Mexican immigrants and their families (in this study, the U.S.-
born children and grandchildren who are full-fledged U.S. citizens) are, we 
begin to better comprehend the complexities not just of immigration and 
assimilation but of American culture. With the exception of the Native 
American population, the United States has historically been a nation of 
immigrants,14 a fact the nation tends to collectively forget. As nativist senti-
ments rise during periods of noticeable immigration from Asia and Latin 
America, it is probably best to recall that most of the “white American main-
stream” was once part of an ethnic immigrant group, many of whom were 
considered “nonwhite” at time of entry and not immediately embraced for 
reasons of racial or cultural foreignness. Questions of the “assimilability” of 
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current waves of Mexican immigrants can be answered in part by looking at 
the recent past and deciphering the racial incorporation trajectories of Mexi-
can immigrants who arrived between 1922 and 1962 (Median year of arrival 
of my first-generation respondents was 1950.). Mexican immigrants who 
stayed in the United States and raised their families in the United States offer 
a window through which to view assimilation and racialization. As we will 
see, race is central to their experience, just as it is a chief concern in passion-
ately contested immigration debates. “Recognizing that race and racism are 
centrally involved in determining which groups are accepted into America’s 
mainstream .  .  . and which ones are considered its perennial and potential 
threats, is especially paramount for contextualizing the current immigration 
debate” (Davila 2008: 170).

Research Questions

This book speaks to the demographic shifts that the United States has under-
gone due to a continuing influx of Mexicans and their U.S.-born descen-
dants.15 The implications of minority populations or so-called majority 
minority states—that is, where the population of the state is predominantly 
minority—are often examined in terms of life outcomes such as educa-
tional level, job attainment, language acquisition, and income level. What 
is often overlooked is the larger question of identity: Who do these immi-
grants become after decades in the United States? Who are their children and 
grandchildren? How do the second and third generations identify racially? 
Especially given rising intermarriage rates with each generation (Bean and 
Stevens 2003; Murguia 1982; Schoen, Nelson, and Collins 1977), the fact that 
Mexicans most commonly intermarry with whites (Jiménez 2004), and the 
general tendency for upward mobility through the generations, third-gen-
eration Mexican Americans may be able easily to meld into mainstream 
America. What factors shape Mexican Americans’ racial identity choices? 
More broadly, how are Mexican immigrants and the families they build in 
the United States incorporating into the U.S. racial and cultural landscapes?
 Scholarly attention thus far has been devoted to both first- and second-
generation immigrants in the arena of life chances, outcomes, and assimila-
tion/acculturation patterns. Thus far there has been a failure to make within-
family racial identity linkages among the first, second, and third generations 
in a way that highlights intergenerational communication. Quantitative 
studies unveil broad trends and yet this in-depth qualitative study sheds 
light on how and why people make choices, are influenced by their family’s 
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perspectives, and are limited or privileged by their sociostructural position. 
This study adds the complexity and nuance that lies behind outcomes such as 
diminished Spanish language ability over time, increased intermarriage with 
non-Hispanic whites over generations, and a transition from “Mexican”-
oriented to “American” labels over time. Linking the fields of race, culture, 
and family, my findings speak to both racial identity formation processes 
and Mexican American assimilation into U.S. society. This study of Mexican 
American families refines assimilation theory by uncovering incorporation 
patterns that span three generations and by highlighting the key points at 
which this process is pushed forward, diverted, or reformulated. 

The Study Participants

This book assesses the complex process of racial identity formation in three-
generation Mexican American families. I located my research in California 
because it is the state with the largest Hispanic population. California has the 
second largest percentage of Hispanics (32.4 percent) of all fifty states, but 
with its 35.9 million total population, California has by far the largest His-
panic population in the United States (12.5 million) (2000 Census). I sought 
out three-generation Mexican American families, beginning with Mexican 
immigrants who are now grandparents. The first generation is comprised of 
Mexican nationals who immigrated to the United States, the second genera-
tion consists of the U.S.-born children of the Mexican immigrants, and the 
third generation includes the U.S.-born grandchildren of the Mexican immi-
grants. The respondents in my sample were difficult to locate due to the eth-
nicity, generation, family-relation, geography, and age16 specificity of my cri-
teria. This three-generation-family research design fills the noted empirical 
gap of taking generation-since-immigration seriously (Telles and Ortiz 2009: 
3), distinguishing among immigrants, their children, and later generations. 
My research design allows for an analysis of the way Mexican Americans’ 
experiences with race are influenced by both generation-since-immigration 
and the particular historical periods in which respondents live.
 I conducted sixty-seven in-depth interviews in twenty-nine three-gener-
ation families roughly split between northern and southern California. The 
bases for my northern and southern California fieldsites were the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area and Santa Barbara/Los Angeles Counties, though the families 
I interviewed were dispersed around those locations within approximately a 
100-mile radius. The northern- and southern-most interviews in the north-
ern California fieldsite took place in Vacaville and Carmel, respectively, and 
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the northern- and southern-most locations in the southern California field-
site were Lompoc and San Diego (conducted by phone). All families had at 
least one generation residing near the primary fieldsites. I chose these two 
urban centers because, in migrations north from Mexico, the Santa Barbara/
Los Angeles counties have historically been key destination areas. Los Ange-
les is the most populous city in California and is the second largest city in the 
United States (second only to New York City). Thirty-eight percent of Santa 
Barbara County’s 403,000 population is Hispanic and forty-seven percent of 
Los Angeles County’s 9.88 million population is Hispanic.17 The largest urban 
region in northern California is the San Francisco Bay Area, which I included 
in order to capture those who settled further north of the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der. San Francisco, not including the suburbs and East Bay, is the fourth larg-
est city in the state. I made contacts primarily in three counties in the Bay 
Area region: San Francisco, Alameda, and Contra Costa Counties, these 
three counties combined being home to over three million people. Fourteen 
percent of San Francisco County is Hispanic, 21 percent of Alameda County 
(home to Berkeley and Oakland), and 22 percent of Contra Costa County.18 
 The fact that I worked in two urban regions in California allows for more 
confidence in my findings. If I had concentrated my interview efforts in one 
region, readers might wonder if the responses were suffering from a par-
ticular regional effect. The single difference that emerged from families that 
originated from the two locales was that those who resided in southern Cali-
fornia were more prone to be actively involved in the Chicano Movement 
and have positive associations with the term “Chicano.” Recall, also, that 
since I interviewed three generations per family, family members did not 
necessarily reside in the same vicinity, blurring distinctions between the two 
fieldsites. Families I initially contacted in one of my two fieldsites sometimes 
had family members in other California cities whom I traveled to meet.19 I 
focused on urban areas for the purpose of contacting middle-class families, 
who are more likely to live in urban regions than rural ones. A focus on the 
middle class is valuable because we would expect the more economically 
privileged to gain acceptance by the mainstream. Yet despite their upward 
mobility, many Mexican Americans still experience barriers to first-class, 
complete citizenship. Further, contrary to the predictions of assimilation 
theory, socioeconomic advancement does not determine a loss of Mexican 
cultural identification, showing that one can be both structurally assimilated 
and culturally connected to an ethnic heritage.
 I employed a theoretical sampling strategy, followed by snowball sam-
pling. I contacted families that fit my racial, ethnic, and generational profile 
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by working through Hispanic chambers of commerce, Catholic churches, 
and high schools in various cities near my two selected fieldsites. I sent let-
ters of inquiry and followed up with phone calls to the principals of twenty-
one high schools, heads of thirteen Hispanic chambers of commerce, and 
twelve priests of Catholic churches. That initial outreach phase yielded four 
high schools, eight Hispanic chambers of commerce, and no churches as pri-
mary organizational contacts. I worked closely with the organizations that 
responded to my inquiry in order to attain interview respondents. Upon 
invitation, I had meetings with high school administrators, spoke with 
teachers, and made requests for study participants in classrooms. For those 
Hispanic chambers of commerce that responded favorably to my request to 
be introduced to three-generation Mexican American families, I met peo-
ple by attending their local mixers and community events. I had telephone 
conversations to follow up my letter of introduction with priests of Catholic 
churches, yet these religious organizations did not produce any interviewees. 
Priests were protective of their parishioners, and the few referrals I was given 
did not generate successful contacts. I also used contacts at the University 
of California–Berkeley, asking colleagues (who were teaching assistants) to 
announce a description of my study and ask for volunteers to contact me. 
While Berkeley is renowned as a hotspot for political activity, the four (out of 
twenty-nine) families that were recruited from this connection represented 
a small portion of the overall sample and probably do not bias the findings. 
Once I made contacts in the various communities in both northern and 
southern California, I proceeded with a snowball sampling strategy, asking 
interviewees for referrals of others whom I might interview. Table 1.2 lists 
how I obtained introductions to families included in the study.

Table 1.2
Sources of Respondent Pool*

High 
Schools

Hispanic 
Chambers of 
Commerce

U.C. 
Berkeley

Catholic 
Church

Email 
Chain**

Initial Contact 5 10 3 -0- -0-
Snowball (Referral) 4 2 1 -0- 4

 * Numbers in each cell refer to an entire family (n=29) rather than an individual (n=67). 
 ** Some people responded to email announcements that friends or colleagues forwarded 

to them; the origin of these forwarded emails was unclear. 
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 At least fifty-eight people declined to be interviewed because they did 
not fit the profile I was seeking or they did not wish to participate. The vast 
majority of the sixty-seven interviews were conducted in person and one on 
one. All respondents were either first generation (Mexican nationals who 
immigrated to the United States), second generation (the U.S.-born children 
of the Mexican immigrants), or third generation (the U.S.-born grandchil-
dren of the Mexican immigrants).
 As seen in table 1.3, the age range of the first generation is sixty-five 
to eighty-eight (median age is eighty-three); the age range of the second 
generation is thirty-eight to seventy-three (median age is fifty-nine); the 
age range of the third generation is seventeen to forty-five (median age is 
twenty-eight). Thirty-four interviewees were male, thirty-three were female, 
and the vast majority were middle class. I defined middle class through 
a number of different factors, including (1) if household income met or 
exceeded $57,000 (This is the average of all median household incomes for 
all eleven counties of California in which interviews were conducted.); 20 
(2) if respondent possessed a college degree or above, or (3) if respondent 
held a managerial or professional occupation. If an individual possessed any 
of these qualities, I considered him/her middle-class. A few older-genera-
tion individuals fell into a lower income bracket and there were a couple 
of wealthy exceptions.21 I oversampled middle- and upper-middle-class 
families, which affects the generalizability of my findings. As Feagin and 
Sikes (1994) found in a study of middle-class blacks, class status can act as a 
shield (though hardly a foolproof one) against discrimination. Middle-class 
status also provides resources with which a victim of perceived discrimi-
nation can seek redress through legal means, such as hiring lawyers and 
building court cases. Middle-class Mexican Americans may be perceived as 

Table 1.3
Respondent Summary Table (29 Families)

N
Male; 

Female
Median 

Age
Age 

Range
Adolescence 

(age 10-20 yrs.)
Total* 67  34; 33 - -
Gen 1 8  2; 6 83 65-88 1927-1960
Gen 2 30  15; 14 59 38-73 1942-1987
Gen 3 29  17; 13 28 17-45 1970-2005

 * Auxiliary Interviews (not counted in total N): Two spouses at second-generation level.
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sufficiently successful or assimilated so as not to be the target of race- and 
class-based xenophobic rancor. If money indeed “whitens,” the personal and 
family narratives presented in this book, and the findings drawn from them, 
may very well be underrepresenting the harsher realities and more rigid 
boundaries met by working-class and lower-class Mexican-origin people 
(Bettie 2003; Dohan 2003; Murray 1997; Rumbaut and Portes 2001; Sánchez-
Jankowski 1991; Telles and Ortiz 2009; Valdez 2006; Vigil 1988). It is very 
telling about the state of race relations in the contemporary United States 
that my middle-class Mexican American respondent pool reported racial-
ization, discrimination, and contests of racial/ethnic authenticity. The argu-
ments in this book will demonstrate that despite the middle-class bias in my 
sample, my Mexican American interviewees undergo racializing treatment 
despite their socioeconomic status, which suggests that the everyday reality 
for the less class-privileged is much harsher.22 
 Of the twenty-nine families I interviewed, all fit the first-, second-, and 
third-generation profile, although not all three generations in each family 
were available for interviews. Once I conducted an interview with the initial 
contact in a family, that person usually facilitated introductions to other 
family members. The eldest generation (first generation) was often the most 
difficult to access because they were often in frail health or reclusive and 
their offspring were vigilant about safeguarding their health and privacy. 
Due to the difficulty of gaining access to first-generation immigrant grand-
parents (due to their ill health, protective younger family members, or their 
death), I concentrated recruitment efforts on the second- and third-genera-
tion members. 

The Interviews and Data Analysis

My method of in-depth interviewing aimed at eliciting focused life history 
narratives of my respondents. My interview schedule focused on issues of 
family and racial identity, but the open-ended questions provided enough 
latitude to prevent presumptions about the location of important identity 
work. I began each interview by asking for a narrative about the individual’s 
biography, and then asked about his or her family’s history. While the fam-
ily is the center of gravity for my research, respondents also described other 
institutions and interactive spaces that affected their experiences of race. I 
conducted the majority of the interviews in English, and two in Spanish.23 
The semistructured interviews lasted from one to two and a half hours. I tape 
recorded and transcribed all of the interviews, allowing me to use verbatim 
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quotations rather than mere recollections. I took fieldnotes immediately fol-
lowing interviews, attempting to capture intonation, speed of speech, body 
language, and my own rapport with and reaction to the respondent. 
 A life history narrative approach allowed respondents to select the 
instances and sites that were pivotal to their experience of race. I probed for 
“magnified moments” (Hochschild 2003) (either prideful or shameful) when 
interviewees’ awareness of their racial self was intensified. Considering that 
“social life is itself storied” and that “‘experience’ is constituted through nar-
ratives” (Somers and Gibson 1994: 38), life history narratives are an appropri-
ate way to try to gain insight into how people comprehend the social world 
and navigate their way through it.24 

Chapter Layout

Part 1 of this book consists of three chapters that look at the three-generation 
families “vertically,” that is, from first to second to third generation. These 
chapters follow the racial and cultural incorporation trajectories of two Mex-
ican American three-generation families. Chapters 2 and 3 each highlight a 
family that typifies one of the two primary modes of incorporation (“thinned 
attachment” and “cultural maintenance”) into the United States. Each chap-
ter shows how, and by what mechanisms, the content of racial identity 
changes or maintains itself through family generations. Chapter 2 describes 
an upwardly mobile, “thinned attachment” family that has been assimila-
tionist in its integration into the United States and has weakened its attach-
ment to its Mexican heritage. Chapter 3 follows an upwardly mobile fam-
ily that preserves its Mexican cultural knowledge, tradition, and pride. This 
chapter highlights the importance of historical moment in influencing racial 
identity and assimilation. Chapter 4 highlights the way marriage is a branch-
ing point that often leads either to the assimilation pathway of “thinned 
attachment” (in the case of exogamy) or “cultural maintenance” (in the case 
of endogamy). I argue that assimilation is occurring along a “bumpy-line” 
(Gans 1992a) partially due to marriage patterns. Assimilation is happening at 
different speeds and along different courses and, in contrast to chapters 2 and 
3, I show how intergenerational family knowledge can flow “up” the family 
ladder, from younger to older generations. 
 Part 2 uses social themes and generations, rather than families, as its orga-
nizing principle. Chapter 5 uses a generational analysis to examine situations 
of discrimination, showing which sites and modes of discrimination are 
common across all three generations and which are unique to specific gen-
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erations. I examine how perception of discrimination, coping mechanisms, 
and resistances are generationally patterned. In chapter 6, on education, I 
argue that schools teach—both formally and informally—that race is a vital 
feature of the way people are categorized and treated. I analyze how parents 
(mostly second-generation in my sample) refer to their own experiences 
in their natal families and in schools (especially with regard to gender and 
racial discrimination) as they craft parenting strategies to encourage their 
children’s education. Chapter 7 considers variation in identity and assimi-
lation among third-generation young adults, children of both intramarried 
and intermarried couples. Current literature concentrates on life outcomes 
of this generation whereas I analyze how these Americans conceive of their 
racial identity and investigate the social dimensions that bear on this pro-
cess. The conclusion discusses how my findings revise assimilation theory 
and considers how the life stories presented in this book shed light on the 
meanings and complexities of immigration, race, and American culture. 


