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PREFACE

BY THE TIME THIS BOOK IS PRINTED, HISPANICS MAY HAVE BECOME the largest population group in California. When that line is crossed, surely by the 2016 presidential election, Hispanics will have a plurality in the Golden State, followed by non-Hispanic whites, with Asians coming in third at roughly twice the number of African-Americans, who will be a distant fourth. No one group will account for more than 40 percent of the population. Every group enumerated as a distinct ethnic identity by the US Census will be a minority in California.

California, in so many ways emblematic of America, symbolizes the profound demographic change the nation has undergone in the last few decades.

Hispanics have been the majority in Los Angeles County for several years. With 9 million residents, LA County has a population greater than that of Michigan or forty other states. But unlike Michigan, which brings up Rust Belt images of failed industries and decrepit cities, LA County is the home of the beautiful people. Beverly Hills, Pacific Palisades, and Rodeo Drive are the perfect sun-soaked backdrops. Los Angeles houses the one industry in which we are indisputably the leader: Hollywood, the Dream Factory. The people who tell our tales and present our image back to ourselves and to the world live in LA County.

California: the land that for many in my generation symbolized the American Dream: the Beach Boys, the Brady Bunch, Disneyland, Annette Funicello. It is now more the Mexican-American Dream and, to a lesser extent, the Salvadoran-American Dream and the Guatemalan-American dream.

By 2013, Hispanics accounted for 38 percent of the population, and non-Hispanic whites for 39 percent. The population statistics for those two groups have been going in the opposite direction of each other for years. Not only are Hispanic birthrates going up, but whites are also having fewer babies. Whites also are fleeing California in the thousands every year for Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and Texas. From 2000 to 2010, California lost 1.5 million more people to other states than it gained from them, reversing an inflow trend that had held for decades during the heyday of California Dreamin’.

For the vast majority of non-Hispanic white Californians, the purpose of the flight isn’t to escape minority status. It’s to leave behind the crushing taxes and the asphyxiating regulation that is making all these Atlases shrug and refuse to keep carrying the burden.

When they escape to Texas, refugees from California’s welfare state find a low-tax, low-regulation booming economy in which Hispanics, again mostly of Mexican origin, are also fast approaching the tipping point of parity with non-Hispanic whites. They now constitute 38 percent of the state’s population, compared with 45 percent for whites, and are growing at a much faster rate. According to the 2010 Census, the Hispanic population rose by a staggering 42 percent in the first decade of this century, accounting for two-thirds of the state’s population growth.

Texas’s mostly Mexican-American Hispanics have a lower unemployment rate than California’s, are more entrepreneurial, own their own homes at a higher rate, go to church more often, have stronger family units, and have children who perform better academically. They also vote Republican at a higher rate than California’s Mexican-American Hispanics. Unsurprisingly, the Democratic Party and the Obama administration would like to make Texas’s Hispanics more like California’s. They are concentrating resources in the Lone Star State for a big voter push and have set as their target the state’s Mexican-Americans. If the Democratic Party succeeds at turning Texas blue, it could win every presidential election as far as the eye can see.

The nationwide demographic change also has been eye-popping. Some 50.5 million US residents checked the box for “Hispanic” or “Latino” in the 2010 Census, accounting for 16.3 percent of a total population of 308.7 million and making the United States the second largest Hispanic country in the world after Mexico. Only ten years earlier, the Hispanic population of the United States had stood at a mere 35.3 million. In fact, our Hispanic-origin population is 20 percent larger than Spain’s. Hispanics are now the second largest group in the United States, easily edging out African-Americans, who currently account for 12.6 percent of the nation’s population.

Hispanics lopsidedly voted 71–29 for Barack Obama in 2012 and played a pivotal role in such battleground states as Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, and Florida. After November 2012, the conservative movement to which I belong finally began to pay attention to the demographic question in earnest. Did this result mean that Hispanics had gone permanently to the liberal side? A debate quickly ensued among conservatives about what to do as liberals rubbed their hands at the prospect of having a lock on the Hispanic vote. “Demography is destiny” became their battle cry.

But is any of that true? More important, how did America get here? How did demography, so important in a democracy, change so massively and so rapidly? What does a future in which one-third of America is Hispanic hold?

HOW WE GOT HERE

This book will try to shine a light on facets of the Hispanic presence in this country that receive little attention elsewhere. It is a book about who Hispanics are, how they got here, and what’s happened to them since their arrival. It also will focus on what America’s profound changes in the last half century—the War on Poverty programs, the civil rights era, and the sexual revolution, among them—have meant for them. It is an in-depth look at how liberals have achieved dominance over Hispanic voters and offers proposals for how conservatives can turn things around over the long term. Finally, I care about Hispanics having the opportunities they need to better themselves, to become upwardly mobile and make this land even better than it was when they arrived—in other words, to take up the path every other immigrant group has followed. The choices Hispanics make politically will affect how successful they are.

Hispanics, of course, have been a permanent presence in this land since Admiral Pedro Menendez de Aviles landed in Florida and claimed it for Spain in 1565. Most Americans don’t know this history, but they ought to. Three decades after Menendez, his compatriot Don Juan de Oñate arrived in the Rio Grande Valley, and the two poles of Hispanicism in North America—Florida and the Great Southwest—were established. It all happened decades before Jamestown and Plymouth Rock.

The great population bulge that is having such a deep impact on our demography and our democracy has little to do, however, with Menendez and Oñate, as important as they may be.

The rapid rise in Hispanic numbers in the last half century was not the result of the natural growth of the Hispanic population that was in this country by the mid-twentieth century but mostly the consequence of government fiat. It was Congress that altered America’s demography by taking sweeping, consequential actions while blithely ignoring underlying economic forces. Congressional legislation also created a problem we now regularly tear ourselves apart trying to solve and one indelibly associated with Hispanics in the public mind: illegal immigration.

It was Congress that decided in 1964 to end the successful “bracero” temporary guest worker program, which had been around for two decades, balancing our labor demand with Mexico’s surplus labor supply. It was also Congress that in 1965 passed the Immigration and Nationality Act. After our leaders acted, the demographic numbers looked very different.

In 1960, there were fewer than 7 million Hispanics in a country of 150 million, mostly Mexican-Americans and accounting for less than 4 percent of the overall US population. If their numbers had grown at the same pace as the rest of the country, Hispanics today would number around 15 million, not 50 million.

Illegal immigration was negligible or nonexistent in 1960, but after Congress did the unions’ bidding and ended the bracero program, illegal immigrants rushed the border to fill jobs left vacant by the disappeared migrant workers. They were welcomed by willing US companies. Illegal immigration wasn’t a problem at all, let alone one tearing the country apart, until Congress created it.

Soon after that, federal regulators decided to create Hispanics. That’s right: Hispanics, the subjects of this book, do not exist as such before the 1970s. The term is a bureaucratic contrivance invented by the federal agencies to co-opt growing numbers of Mexicans, Cubans, Puerto Ricans, Central Americans, and others into the Great Society affirmative action programs created by the Johnson administration.

How America absorbed the post-1965 immigrant wave will be the subject of much of this book. Since 1965, millions of people have come to this country from Latin America and the Caribbean—including my family and me—seeking freedom and the chance to make a better life. A series of social changes, groundbreaking legislation, and policies that changed the course of history—and, many argue, may in time change America’s character—have conspired, however, to constrain the very mobility Hispanics come here seeking.

The fact that this potent combination of related upheavals coincided with the start of one of the biggest demographic changes America has ever experienced—the Hispanic upsurge—means that we can properly speak of trends set on a collision course. They include the following:


• The establishment of a massive welfare state that, whatever its intentions, has been very destructive to the human and social capital necessary for mobility

• The breakdown of the American culture of marriage and the sense of community, particularly in working-class areas in which Hispanics are overrepresented

• The bureaucratic creation of an artificial Hispanic ethnicity that was put in place to give this new group protected status

• The introduction of an alien “minorities” discourse that emphasizes group differences and seeks to maintain them in place under the banner of “multiculturalism,” something new and divisive in American culture

• The end of the schoolhouse’s function as the primary institution that taught the values needed to maintain a republic and the shared knowledge necessary to grasp complex concepts rich with cultural references



These changes accentuated and exacerbated, but did not wholly create, cultural traits the Hispanic immigrants brought with them, including these:


• An initial unfamiliarity with a unique volunteer culture that has built American civil society

• An expansive concept of the family that puts sending money to extended family members overseas ahead of saving for needs here in the United States such as emergencies and college tuition

• A process of continuous immigration, mostly in the case of Mexican-Americans, that produced a series of “first generations” from the 1840s to the present and thus sharpened ethnic differences



These challenges have often combined to keep too many Hispanics separate from mainstream America and may consign them to an underclass status indefinitely unless we act. It is immaterial whether these results are the very opposite of what most of the architects of these changes intended; the outcomes are the same. The impact that government has had on the mobility of Hispanics, whether newly arrived or here for generations, has often been nefarious yet often goes unexplored.

More often than not, Hispanics come to this country with a strong work ethic, intact families, and alert children ready to learn. The harsh reality is that for a not insignificant number many of these advantages disappear over time because the social fabric of the neighborhoods where they live has been eroded by the changes that started in the 1960s.

This is why social scientists use the term downward assimilation. This means that contrary to popular belief, Hispanics are assimilating; the problem is that too many are assimilating downward into pathologies that have been created among working-class communities in the America of the twenty-first century. This book is being published as we mark fifty years since President Johnson’s War on Poverty speech. Hispanics are in many ways the casualties of this war.

It isn’t surprising that many social indicators are much worse for Hispanics than they are for people in this country on average. The Hispanic illegitimacy rate, the most troubling of all because it stands upstream from most other dysfunctions, is 53 percent, much higher than the non-Hispanic white rate of 29 percent. As with everything else, there are distinctions—the rate is worse for some nationality groups than for others—but the overall trend for all Hispanic groups is not good.

All this probably helps explain why generational progress seems to be stalling for many Hispanics, not just compared with non-Hispanic white Americans but also in contrast to previous generations of immigrants. This is not what we want to see with such a large and young demographic. Hispanics can succeed in America today, and many, many do, but the overall trends should concern us.

The national debate since the 2012 election has not been about how to improve the economic advancement that has eluded many of the 45 million Hispanics who are here legally. Instead, the country spent a good part of 2013 and the start of 2014 arguing over whether to legalize 11 million people who are in the United States illegally, of whom an estimated 8 million are Hispanic. As this book went to print, it was still unclear whether the White House and Congress would agree on a bill. Either way, it is far more vital to address the deeper cultural issues. The fight over illegal immigration can best be seen as a proxy war for feelings and attitudes that lie beneath the surface and that are linked to an evident lack of mobility among many Hispanics. In fact, if all politicians do is alter the legal status of illegal immigrants and do nothing about the issues addressed in this book, it is unlikely that the standard of living of the Hispanic population will improve or that the voting patterns of Hispanics will change.

Therefore, we will leave the debate over what to do with the illegal population to the politicians and in this book concentrate instead on America’s radically changing demography, how we may have hampered Hispanics’ upward progress through social programs and cultural transformations, and what we can do differently in the future.

Even though we are dealing with some harsh realities, we can broach these subjects by hitting the optimistic notes that were struck by Jack Kemp and Ronald Reagan. If we remove the obstacles we have put in the way of their success, there’s no reason why the immigrants who came here from Latin America won’t react the same way as did those who came here from other parts of the world, succeeding and becoming a part of America’s mainstream, not a minority apart from it.

HISPANICS?

Before we discuss Hispanics, however, we need to know who they really are. In this book I will use the term Hispanic when I have no other choice in referring to people of very different backgrounds (and even Latino, which, as I will explain, is a very silly idea), but it is important to understand up front that Hispanic is a term fabricated by bureaucrats. It does not correspond to the realities of the different national groups that it includes, and in Part I we will go through who the different groups are. The use of the Spanish language by all these groups has created for outsiders the illusion that a monolithic group exists. But Hispanics don’t much think of themselves as such but rather as Cubans, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and so forth. It’s important for the reader, therefore, to understand the differences in backgrounds and the way they inform each group’s experience in America.

Mexicans and Dominicans are more different from each other than Polish-Americans are from German-Americans. Even people as racially and geographically close as Cuban-Americans and Puerto Ricans can be as distinct from each other as Boston Irish are from South Carolina Scots-Irish. As anyone who knows anything sociologically about those two groups can tell you, you don’t relate to them the same way.

Consider Cubans, who are generally more conservative politically and have more years of education than the other Latino groups in this country. Cubans mostly came here for political reasons, escaping from Fidel Castro’s communist dystopia, unlike Puerto Ricans, who are here for economic reasons and are American citizens who easily go back and forth between their island and what they call “the mainland.”

Puerto Ricans can have different outlooks depending on where they live in the United States. Those in New York—the so-called Nuyoricans—tend to be at the lower end of the income scale and vote liberal. Those in Florida, a growing cohort, more often have managerial jobs and occasionally pull the lever for Republicans, though they refused to do it for Romney.

And there are more: Central Americans escaping first civil wars and now drug violence, Dominicans vying to establish an identity in the Northeast that is neither Puerto Rican nor African-American. And Mexicans, by far the largest nationality group numerically, the most important culturally, and the ones who have been in the United States the longest.

Collectively labeling these disparate people as Hispanic ignored their distinct realities. The reaction of our political leaders and regulators to the sudden inflow of Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Salvadorans, Cubans, and the rest was basically to say: “We can’t deal with this; we need to neatly fit all of you into a neat round hole.”

The creation of the term Hispanic was also an attempt to fit the recent immigrants into a new racial paradigm emerging in the 1960s and 1970s. Nobody bothered to ask the subjects at hand what they thought of such an experiment. If they were going to be homogenized, many might have opted for attempting to join the community of all Americans rather than being classified as members of an official minority. Given an opportunity, they would have wanted to emulate the American values of constant self-improvement, thrift, strong families, and religious observance that had produced, after all, the prosperity and freedom that beckoned them here in the first place. It was these characteristics, which they knew as American from watching old movies in their home countries (I say “old” because Hollywood no longer portrays America in such virtuous lights), that in their heart of hearts they wanted to adopt. No one immigrates here to be balkanized into a minority and to slide into urban dysfunctions.

In other words, the rule makers blithely ignored the potential consequences of their actions.

THE PERFECT STORM

In Part II we’ll deal with the perfect storm that took place when this large immigrant influx suddenly washed up on a country that was itself going through a vast social tornado that was tearing up norms that had been in place for two centuries.

The new immigrants—Puerto Ricans in the ’50s, Cubans in the ’60s, and Mexicans throughout but especially after the end of the bracero program—came as America was going through the civil rights struggle, the sexual revolution, the emergence of what Tom Wolfe has aptly termed the Me Generation, the creation of a massive welfare state, and profound changes in the classroom.

The civil rights movement informed the way the bureaucrats would deal with Hispanics. The regulators took their cues from the changes taking place—the decision to grant special privileges to African-Americans to make up for past wrongs—and reacted to the incoming immigrants by creating a new minority that they could park alongside African-Americans—Hispanics—even though for the millions coming in there were no past wrongs to remedy. Hispanics soon appeared in the list of “protected minorities” under several federal laws, and the Equal Opportunity Commission started demanding that private employers report employment information on them. Hispanics subsequently found a place as a group on the US Census form.

Up to this point Americans hadn’t divided their world between minorities and whites or thought in terms of a “people of color” ideology. Immigrants had streamed into America since before it became a republic. Sometimes, as in the case of Jews and Italians, they hadn’t been thought of as white at first but then were transferred over to whiteness through a process of racialization, the term sociologists use to describe the creation of a racial identity where one did not exist before.

By forcing the new Latin American immigrants into a minority straitjacket, the policy makers created roadblocks to assimilation into values that created a society worthy of leaving everything behind to join. The public sphere, where all Americans were supposed to come together as one culture to the benefit of one another and the commonweal, became atomized to the detriment of the newcomers and their children. Barriers, which always exist when immigrants come to a country, were reinforced by bureaucratic labeling.

The impact such unprecedented cataloging had on the Hispanic immigrant population is rivaled only by the effects the sexual revolution and the new welfare state had on them. The Age of Aquarius and the Great Society continue to affect the whole country, but the consequences they had on immigrants were magnified because immigrants constitute such vulnerable groups—they come not just bereft of goods but also bereft of memories of what the country used to be like.

The sexual revolution, nicknamed “the unmarriage revolution” by Manhattan Institute scholar Kay Hymowitz, transformed a country where marriage and stable families were the norm into one in which today more marriages fail than succeed and 41 percent of births take place out of wedlock. The consequences of such turmoil are sweeping and foretell much societal instability to come.

The growing national consensus of the Left and the Right—in a country where consensus doesn’t happen anymore—is that children growing up without the benefit of a mom and a dad severely underperform those who grow up with them. This is not finger wagging or puritanism but common sense and social science. Brookings and the Heritage Foundation don’t agree on much, but we agree on this: children from broken homes will have greater cognitive difficulties, drop out of college at a higher rate, and end up incarcerated more often.

The welfare entitlements created by President Lyndon Johnson and enlarged by every president since, Democrat or Republican, have played a part in breaking up families or stopping people from marrying in the first place. They penalize couples, as a mother may see her income drop substantially if she agrees to live with her children’s father.

In addition, the welfare state encourages irresponsibility by its very nature. If a man knows that he does not need to act responsibly because the government will step in, what is it that will keep him at home? Social conventions? Those are gone. As Charles Murray pointed out back in 1984 in Losing Ground, controlled government experiments carried out in the late 1960s and 1970s on the impact that the negative income tax, or welfare payments, would have on marriage formation were conclusive: “Does welfare undermine the family? As far as we know from the NIT experiment, it does, and the effect is large.” Murray wrote of changes in the law in 1970 that made it hard or impossible for the imaginary welfare recipient couple Harold and Phyllis to marry and keep their benefits:


From an economic point of view marriage is dumb. From a noneconomic point of view, it involves him in a legal relationship that has no payoff for him. If he thinks he may sometime tire of Phyllis and fatherhood, the 1970 rules thus provide a further incentive to keep the relationship off the books.



Kay Hymowitz noted that the same thing happened from a woman’s perspective: “Enabled by welfare, the women let the men know they could manage without them.”

The Great Society thus created vast pockets of welfare dependency. Government inevitably tears up social and human capital in those communities where it intrudes, as it crowds out churches and other volunteer organizations in which people came together for mutual aid. Once a government agency starts to provide a benefit to a community, it obviates the need for civil society to act. One of the big problems is that it was those volunteer organizations that greased social and economic mobility.

All these ills hit many of the new Hispanic immigrants where they lived—literally. One of the unprecedented parts of the social transformation of the last three decades in America is that not all communities have been hit the same way. The dislocations of the last few decades have been dramatically felt at the lower income levels, in which order is collapsing, whereas in the upper-level communities the social fabric has held more or less intact.

To put it another way, one of the results of the ’60s is that in America today we have increasingly a multiethnic upper-income class and a multiethnic lower-income class. They live in different neighborhoods, go to different schools, and have throughout their lives very little interaction with each other. Mobility between the classes, once one of the hallmarks of this country, has been reduced for those with damaged social infrastructure.

Many Hispanics have thrived, earn high incomes, and are rewarded by living in leafy neighborhoods with good schools. As new immigrants or the descendants of recent immigrants, Hispanics, however, are unsurprisingly overrepresented in the lowest income quintiles, not in the stable neighborhoods with good schools.

Those Hispanics in the lowest income quintiles will be increasingly trapped there, along with poor African-Americans and non-Hispanic whites. What compounds the problem for Hispanics, however, are the artificial barriers to integration that our institutions have thrown in their way.

It isn’t as if the schoolhouse will level the playing field for Hispanics. Strategically used since the Founding Fathers to teach American and immigrant children civic values such as the volunteerism and hard work that are needed for successful adult lives and a successful republic, schools gave up that role at midcentury. Gone are the texts that once taught all Americans, native or immigrant, how to be an upstanding citizen with the civic knowledge needed to help the republic survive.

As they taught civics to all, the schools had also taught knowledge that would be tacitly shared by all members of society. Schools in all parts of the country instilled in all Americans the same cultural code, derived from sources as varied as the Bible and the McGuffey Readers. Without this shared knowledge, we can’t comprehend statements that are permeated with cultural references. An oft-cited example is a news report on a cricket match. Unless you are versed in the terminology of the sport, chances are that you won’t understand anything even though you would know every word. Likewise, democratic debate breaks down if we don’t all understand what is meant by “community,” “the franchise,” and “liberal values.”

When schools stopped teaching the same content to all Americans, the nation’s reading comprehension levels began to fall off the table. This hit Hispanics particularly hard. Because so many are new to the country, the sudden halt in instruction in a unifying culture created informational lacunae that are harming the society at large.

These were all policies put in place if not by progressives, at least by people in both the Republican and Democratic parties who favored big government solutions and by policy makers and bureaucrats who get paid to always think of government involvement. But conservatives have not been very helpful either.

Traditionally conditioned to be wary of the alien and not having been taught to recognize the value of the Hispanic culture in the forging of the American spirit, conservatives all too often have failed to pull up the welcome wagon. What has happened as a result is that progressives have had a monopoly on explaining to Hispanics their vision of America. Allowing liberals free access to the hearts and minds of such a great number of people makes no sense, especially when one considers that many of the Hispanics who do not vote (and Hispanics have the lowest voting participation of all the groups recognized by the US Census) tell pollsters that they are largely conservative. Nobody has courted their vote!

The liberal indoctrination has been conducted through subtle and not so subtle means. Schools and social institutions controlled by the Left send out their messages mostly subliminally. Not so the US Department of Agriculture, which with a heavy hand has even crafted radio soap operas in Spanish to persuade Hispanics to drop their natural resistance to being a public burden and accept food stamps.

What this has created is a self-fulfilling prophecy. By letting liberals be the ones to integrate Latinos, conservatives in many cases have gotten exactly the immigrant alien they feared.

SO WHAT TO DO?

The question now is how to proceed. To address these problems and craft a long-term strategy for conservatives it is best to appeal to the social sciences and think in terms of the three different types of capital that are essential to success in America.

The first is financial; it’s the stuff in your pockets and in your bank account as well as all the other material assets you own. Hispanic immigrants, like all immigrants, come here with precious little of it. That does not have to be insurmountable because in America the next two forms of capital, though not material, are still important for success.

One is human capital: education and other acquired skills, as well as the traits that used to be known as “character”—the habits of persistence, honesty, work ethic, punctuality, thrift, and the like. These character traits we carry with ourselves across borders, and no dictator can ever take them away. Once these traits have been transmitted to us, we are in charge of them and only we can allow them to deteriorate. Hispanic immigrants like all before them have tended not to come with long lists of college degrees but have made up for that with perseverance, thrift, and a strong work ethic. They self-selected—the ones here are the ones who had the get-up-and-go spirit that is a requisite for emigration.

The third might be the most important: social capital. This last form of capital consists of the social networks people create in their interactions with others: families, church associations, the Boy Scouts, bowling leagues, the PTA, neighborhood sports teams, and the like. Immigrants to America were always good at building these networks, from neighborhood clubs to the Knights of Columbus to the Ancient Order of Hibernians. Social capital is the way social scientists refer to the voluntary institutions that make America exceptional.

Success in this country, more than in other advanced societies, depends on the interaction of all these forms of capital. Hispanic communities have some deficiencies in all three that must be addressed. To be sure, whites and blacks in the lower income classes also lack these forms of capital, but because immigrants come here without money and find themselves without an extended family network, a settled tradition, or real estate they can call their own, they must busily re-create human and social capital. The difference today, as opposed to centuries past when the Irish, Czechs, and East European Jews were streaming in, is that our current political and economic systems actually discourage the virtues that lead to the creation of the types of nonfinancial capital and in their place instill the vices that produce entropy.

“The interactions among these kinds of capital are complicated, which is one reason government programs tend to be ineffective at promoting mobility,” wrote the Heritage Foundation’s Stuart Butler in a seminal National Affairs article in 2013. “Distant, unwieldy government bureaucracies are not capable of identifying precisely which cultural influences need to be changed, or of changing them in ways that address local circumstances and guarantee improved outcomes for the poor.”

Obviously, our political leaders must persist in the hard work of reforming our welfare system, starting by putting back in place the mandatory work requirements that President Obama in 2012 sought to waive in the welfare reform law signed by President Clinton in 1996. Requiring work in exchange for benefits reduces the attraction of depending on government. Capping the growth of the eighty-plus means-tested welfare programs is also a must.

But we need more, because fifty years of growing perverse incentives and dependence on government have devastated entire neighborhoods and the families in them. As the author Peter Wehner once put it to me, “What do you do, withdraw the knife and let the wound heal by itself?” In other words, we need to study and support institutions that work to transform neighborhoods where the social foundation is gone into communities that are thriving once again.

The questions for Part III, then, will be about building capital: How do we help Hispanics caught in the welfare trap break free of it so that they can repair their human, social, and financial capital? A strategy of rebuilding the three different types of capital may be the only way to mend the damage caused by the War on Poverty, the sexual revolution, the minority rights revolution, and so forth.

What we need are ideas and policies that will help Americans of Latin American origin succeed as previous waves of immigrants have. To achieve this we need to include all aspects of conservative civil society (donors, social welfare groups, foundations, churches) as well as the involvement of any Americans across the political spectrum who really are serious about alleviating poverty. Without education, intact families, a savings habit, safe neighborhoods with thriving volunteer institutions, and a generally healthy civil society, the only way immigrants and natives can get ahead is all too often through crime. The gang has a strong pull because it is an aberrant form of social capital; it gives individuals that which we all need: something greater than ourselves.

Those of us who get the importance of keeping the Hispanic family together and reversing the rise of illegitimacy must promote these values actively to all Hispanic groups, especially Mexican-Americans, who often come in with strong nuclear families but watch that asset dissolve over time.

Turning to education, the struggle to give all American children the instruction they need to face twenty-first-century challenges is happily on the verge of no longer being entrapped by the Left-Right disputes that plague so many other issues in America. The abject failure of so many of our public schools, especially in the inner city, is so clear that even Hollywood is starting to make documentaries about it.

And Hispanics are indeed huge fans of school choice and charter schools, anything that will give parents the opportunity to hang on to their children and not lose them to drugs and gangs.

Saving gets little attention, but it is one of the most important predictors we have of whether someone will be able to make it out of the lower income quintiles and into the higher ones. The research shows, incidentally, that it is not a matter of how much one saves but the fact that one has a habit of saving. Saving is also important for home ownership and as a source of start-up capital for small businesses.

But civil society can’t repair the three types of capital on its own. The majority-producing machine that liberals have erected the last fifty years is nearly in place. The only way to reverse the process is for political leaders to rise up and make the case to Americans—to Hispanic Americans—in the political arena. Whoever becomes the Republican Party’s presidential candidate must be able to speak this language. The political vision must be compelling: the case must be made that there is a way out, that communities can heal.

Conservatives should see sending Hispanics a mobility message as a grand project, something only they can do. Allowing liberals to have a monopoly over Hispanic outreach has certainly not worked out for Hispanics. As George Will wrote in 2013, “America’s limited government project is at risk because the nation’s foundational faith in individualism cannot survive unless upward mobility is a fact.”

Conservatives who care about the survival of this project should understand that Hispanics are the trophy in the philosophical contest being waged between progressives who see a large role for government and conservatives who prefer a much more limited one. One state, in fact, epitomizes this conflict: Texas. There a battle is brewing pitting economic mobility against dependence on government, or what I call the Texas model versus the California one. I devote a whole chapter to it because it is so important politically for the rest of the country.

Will speaking in these tones persuade Hispanics to vote for Republicans? There are no silver bullets, but let’s put it this way: harsh tones and talk of self-deportation by a man who, however decent he was, seemed out of touch with “people like us” produced a 29 percent level of support. A message that lets Hispanics know that conservatives understand their contributions to the making of America, specifically those made by Mexican-Americans, and recognize the struggles of their schools, their communities, and their families and have alternatives to offer will get political leaders a foot in the door and will over time bear fruit.

A welcoming message is an assimilationist message; therefore, it’s best to state up front why assimilation is desirable, why it is a goal we should not blithely consign to the dustbin of history. America, quite simply, is unique not just in the present world but historically. It is, as Lincoln called it, “the last, best hope of earth” because it is humanity’s first experiment in the proposition that men and women are able to gather voluntarily in communities large and small to solve a great variety of issues without government interference. Government here is, in fact, strictly limited to powers enumerated in the Constitution, and it is set up only to safeguard rights that men and women received from their Creator, not from a legislator or a bureaucrat. America, being “of earth,” cannot expect to have heavenly perfection, and America hasn’t been perfect always. But the experiment has proved successful enough, attaining the greatest freedom and prosperity for the greatest number. This is why America attracts to its shores immigrants from all corners and lately a lot of people like me from former Iberian colonies. This is why political leaders from Winthrop to Kennedy to Reagan have not shied from using the “Shining City upon a Hill” imagery that Jesus employed in the Sermon on the Mount.

But this experiment depends on those who come to refresh this promise, making their own contribution without altering the basic formula that produced these blessings. The Founding Fathers recognized early on that this was a nation of immigrants, but they always (and rightly) warned about reproducing here the dysfunctions of other lands (which so many progressives so often seem so enamored of). Assimilation does not mean, to be sure, the abandonment of traditional cultural values, and some research suggests that immigrant communities integrate into American life more easily when their members retain ethnic pride. Previous generations of immigrants have gotten the balance right, but multiculturalists are getting in the way of Hispanics’ ability to replicate this success.

This brings us to one of the last points I will make in this book. Many worry that the jury is still out on whether the great demographic change we have seen in this country in the past half century will help the United States continue to have the freedom and prosperity that incited people to come here in the first place or whether it has changed everything radically.

This usually is discussed in hushed tones but sometimes is aired nationally, even politely. It was in fact laid out beautifully in 2010 on National Public Radio’s Tell Me More in an interview dealing with Hispanic underperformance in school. Host Allison Keys was interviewing NPR education correspondent Claudio Sanchez, who said at one point:


There is a lingering fear that this is a community, a population, that is not ready to contribute enough and it went to this nation’s well-being, to its quality of life. And so there’s this lingering fear that, you know, there’s this population that’s going to put the United States in a hole, economically and otherwise and culturally. And I am not just talking about xenophobia, I’m talking about folks who are legitimately concerned about where this population is going.



This is an important debate that can no longer be swept under the nation’s rug. Ignoring the roots of these questions has not helped Hispanics, even if the intent to conceal it might have been laudable, such as celebrating immigration or protecting Hispanics from bigotry.

Some critics have claimed that Hispanics are “unassimilable.” This was said about the Jews, the Italians, the Poles, and many others before them, and so it should always set our radar buzzing. Hispanics are eminently assimilable. They are just looking, in the words of Leo Grebler, for “assimilative opportunities.” The problem is that our government and cultural institutions are busy throwing up barriers to integration.

It will help if all of us stop thinking of Hispanics (or Latinos) as a homogeneous, uniform group. The term has outlived its usefulness and creates more confusion than clarity. Salvadorans came here for very different reasons than did Puerto Ricans, behave differently, and even look different.

Continuing to ignore these issues may put at risk America’s unique construct. The blueprint under which America operated for its first two hundred years saw the nation as a liberal democracy in which individual rights were safeguarded and everyone enjoyed equal protection under the law. In this model—let’s call it the Founding Fathers’ Model—the country had a common civic culture in the public sphere, where individuals voluntarily formed little platoons to solve mutual problems. Immigrants from all corners of the planet were not immediately welcomed into these social and civic organic groupings, but soon they or their children cracked the code and were accepted.

Fans of a multicultural model see the Hispanic demographic bulge as the force that will finally tip the country into their model. This would be their vindication after having lost the debate between assimilation and multiculturalism to the assimilationists in the 1910s.

One reason the assimilationists won the debate back then, and can again, is that it is their model that holds the most attraction for immigrants. They arrive on these shores looking for liberty and economic success, yes, but there’s more. The American Dream encompasses something larger than a house in the suburbs with a two-car garage, as it is often synthesized, or minimized, by the media. The American Dream that shines through is the whole package, the goodness of a family-oriented, civic-minded citizenry encapsulated in the direct democracy of New England town meetings or barn raisings across the Midwest; immigrants know that whatever their supposed betters in Hollywood and academia tell them, there really is a “Norman Rockwell, Frank Capra” America out there, as Senator Mike Lee put it at an antipoverty conference in 2013—a nation of “plain ordinary kindness, and a little looking out for the other fellow, too.” If given a choice, Hispanic immigrants and their descendants would elect to fit into this America. That’s why they—we—come.

This vision, properly called a dream because it is the epitome of every working person’s aspiration but one that is attainable too, has many, many advantages over the liberal alternative, which at bottom can be described as nihilist, the dictionary definition of which is “the belief that traditional morals, ideas, beliefs, etc., have no worth or value.”

The question is, then, what are conservatives prepared to do? Since the Democratic Party as it is currently constituted is the agent of the welfare state, it will fall mostly to Republican policy makers to create and promote the alternative. Abdicating any responsibility for helping Hispanics assimilate is no longer an option. The result of this neglect has been to allow the Left to have something close to a self-serving monopoly on the Hispanic heart and mind. Voices on the right warning conservative politicians that they’re wasting their time with Hispanics because they are a lost cause, that we must just reform the welfare state and everything will fall into place, thus preach a dangerous counsel. Harvard’s Robert Putnam hit the nail on the head when he admonished us that it would be ahistorical for conservatives—who see themselves as the keepers of the national flame—to walk away from the challenge to social solidarity posed by Latin American immigration. Conservatives must break the closed, self-reinforcing loop (liberal policies—family breakup—weaker communities—votes for politicians who promise even more government support) not only because it would benefit the Republican Party or even because it would benefit Hispanics but because it would benefit the country—something conservatives care about.

As they reach out, however, conservatives should make sure they haven’t bought into the uncaring caricature of themselves that the media have held up and thus heed the warnings of Yuval Levin at the Ethics and Public Policy Center. Conservatives, he writes, “often make a mistake when we talk about the welfare state. We talk in terms of it creating ‘dependency.’ In fact, dependence is the human condition. Everybody is utterly dependent on others. The question is: are you dependent on people near you who are also dependent on you, and who therefore can help you develop certain kinds of habits of responsibility, or are you dependent on a distant provider of material benefits that asks nothing of you in return? The latter is not so much dependence as a kind of false independence.”

At the very heart of conservatism, in fact, are community and the interdependence on one another it brings. The man said to be the founder of modern conservatism in the late eighteenth century, the Anglo-Irish political philosopher Edmund Burke, famously said that “to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which we proceed toward a love to our country, and to mankind.” This is a philosophy so much at the center of the conservative American view of the good life that Heritage’s president, Jim DeMint, devoted an entire book to it in 2014. The little
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