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The many faces of America

The surge of Ilispanics is changing the way we think

of ourselves as a nation

By Michael Barone

Westfield Middle School, located among the well-tended and
nearly all-white suburbs north of Indianapolis,' enrolled its first stu-
dent studying English as a second language in 1998. Now the school
employs a full-time teaching assistant to aid students who arrive speak-
ing only Spanish. “So many of our Hispanic students are new ar-
rivals, ” says Ed Mendoza, the school’s principal. “We’re just trying
to help them get connected.” A few miles south, the annual Fiesta In-
dianapolis? had 35, 000 people turn up last September, nearly double
the number of three years before. And, unlike in past years, Fiesta
had no trouble attracting corporate sponsors. “We don’t have to go
looking for them anymore,” says organizer Carmen DeRusha.
“They’re coming to us. Soft-drink companies, banks, major grocery
stores — they all want to be involved.”

Similar signs of the changing face of America can be found all over
the place. Hispanics are streaming into the Hoosier state>— and most
of the other 49 states as well; the number of Hispanics doubled in
states like Virginia and Wisconsin. In Hamilton County, where West-
field sits, the Hispanic population has increased 143 percent in 10
years. Behind the dry columns of numbers® in last week’s Census Bu-
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reau population report lies a story of a profound and dramatic change in
American life. Census takers last year counted 35.3 million Hispanics
— 1 out of 8 people in the United States — an astonishing 58 percent
increase over the 22.4 million Hispanics counted 10 years earlier. The
number of Hispanics here today is greater than the entire population of
Canada. It’s also, for the first time, more than the 34.7 million peo-
ple who identify themselves as black.® An additional 1.7 million said
they were partly black and partly another race.

Hispanics have now become — or are on the verge of becoming —
the nation’s largest minority group. And with that, our ideas of what
a minority group is are bound to change. “Hispanic” is a government-
invented term for people of Latin American or Spanish descent or
Spanish-language background. There are no clear criteria to determine
who is Hispanic; census takers simply accept a person’s self-descrip-
tion.

The emerging portrait of America’s self-image in 2001 is one that
could closely resemble that of a century ago, when immigrants from
many lands arrived at Ellis Island.® Once again, perhaps, we will see
ourselves as a nation of people of many different origins. Indeed, the
Census Bureau now allows for 63 different biracial classifications.

Kids at home. The huge increase in the Hispanic population is
mostly the result of large immigration flows from Mexico and other
parts of Latin America. Many come only to work and expect to return
home; only 7 percent of those who arrived in the 1990s have become
U.S. citizens. Still, partly because children born here are automatical-
ly citizens, about 70 percent of Hispanics have American citizenship.
And Hispanics have plenty of children; 31 percent of Hispanic house-
holds have five or more people, compared with 12 percent among non-
Hispanic whites. Over 70 percent of Hispanics are under 40, which
means that even if immigration were suddenly to stop, the Hispanic
percentage of the nation’s population would continue to rise,
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Why have so many Hispanics come to the United States? In a
word: work. And a powerful work ethic.” Workforce participation
among Hispanic males is 80 percent, the highest of any measured
group. “You go to New York, " says Antonio Martinez, an immigrant
from Puebla, Mexico, “to work, eat, and sleep.” Even those in
poverty receive welfare far less often than poor blacks or whites.
Though many work in low-wage jobs, the Association of Hispanic Ad-
vertising Agencies says Hispanic houschold incomes have been growing
7.5 percent per year over the past five years.

And while poverty rates among Hispanics remain high, the num-
bers also mask the progress of long-established immigrants and U.S. -
born Latinos. ® Ten vears ago, most of America’s Hispanics were con-
centrated in a few big metropolitan areas in California, Texas, Flori-
da, New York, New Jersey, and lllinois. But in the past decade im-
migrants from Latin America and U. S.-born Hispanics have been ap-
pearing in large numbers in places they have never been seen before,
particularly in the nation’s iconic suburbs.® Thousands have moved to
small factory towns on the Great Plains to work in meatpacking plants.
But they have also moved to places like the red clay hills of north Geor-
gia. The Hispanic population of booming Gwinnett County, outside
Atlanta, increased from 8, 000 in 1990 to over 26,000 in 1999. On
the main drag, Buford Highway, you can find the El Expreso Bus
Co., Los Ranchos Restaurant, or Carniceria Hispana. While low-wage
jobs are the early magnet for many, there is also evidence of decidedly
upward mobility. '’ Homero Luna left Mexico for Dalton, Ga., and a
job in the poultry factory’s killing line. Now, at 27, he is the owner
of the weekly tabloid EL Tiempo, with a circulation of 28, 000 in
north Georgia. And there are many others. “For every 10 Latinos |
see driving around in trucks, I know 3 of them own their own little
companies,” says Sam Zamarripa, head of HispanB2B in Atlanta.

“They are completely entrepreneurial.”



And religious. Hispanics have swelled the numbers of American
Catholics; for the past decade, Los Angeles’s Cardinal Roger Mahony
has required that all priests in the archdiocese be fluent in Spanish as
well as English. Immigrants from Latin America tend to have little ed-
ucation; nearly half of adult Hispanics have not graduated from high
school. But the reasons are complex, and finding solutions to that
problem will be one of the fundamental challenges of the nation’s edu-
cation system.

Language remains a barrier, but the desire to learn English is
clearly there. Spanish-language TV has developed a large audience in
the United States, with programming dominated by telenovelas pro-
duced in Mexico and other Latin countries.!' But the audience for
Spanish broadcasting is made up almost entirely of adults. Children
and teenagers prefer the English-language programs that others their
age watch.

And in many respects, Hispanics are no more homogeneous in
their tastes than blacks and whites. > Programmers have found that
Mexican entertainment does not appeal to Cubans in Miami or Puerto
Ricans in the New York area. Tejano music is dynamite in Texas but
not in California, whose technobanda music does not sell elsewhere.!?
Univision news anchor'* Jorge Ramos, a Mexican citizen, has worked
to develop a Spanish accent that does not sound jarring to Cubans,
Puerto Ricans, and Central and South Americans. Diversity among
Hispanics is also evident in their politics. Hispanics have developed po-
litical preferences based on where they came from and where they have
settled, though Democrats still captured a clear majority of the Hispan-
ic vote in 2000 despite George W. Bush’s considerable efforts at out-
reach. !’

What we are seeing is not so much the emergence of one new mi-
nority group but of a population made up, as America always has been,
of people with a variety of backgrounds and origins. 1
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