Hispanics don’t exist
The fast-growing U.S. ethnic group isn't an ethnic group at all. It's a mishmash of many different groups. Herewith, a guide to the nation's 17 major Latino subcultures

BY LINDA ROBINSON

T
he growing proportion of Hispanics in the U.S. population constitutes one of the most dramatic demo​graphic shifts in American history. The number of Hispanics is increas​ing almost four times as fast as the rest of the population, and they are expected to sur​pass African-Americans as the largest mi​nority group by 2005. It's projected that nearly I of every 4 Americans will be His​panic by the year 2050, up from 1 in 9 today. Yet other Americans often have no clear idea of just who these 29 million people are.

One reason is that the label Hispanic ob​scures the enormous diversity among people who come (or whose forebears came) from two dozen countries and whose ancestry ranges from pure Spanish to mixtures of Spanish blood with Native American, Afri​can, German, and Italian, to name a few hy​brids. While most are bound by a common language, Spanish, many Hispanic-Ameri​cans speak only English. This diversity helps explain why Hispanics' political clout re​mains disproportionately slight. Hispanics even disagree on what they want to be called; most identify themselves by original nation​ality, while others prefer the term Latino.

A common Latino subculture doesn't really exist in the United States. True, there are some pockets of pan-Hispanic melding in major cities, and occasional alliances are struck on specific issues; with time, the dif​ferences may merge into a shared Latino identity. But for the present, it makes more sense to speak of Hispanics not as one eth​nic group but as many. Mexicans are the largest, at 63 percent of the total Hispanic population, yet even they vary by region and experience.

How many Hispanic subcultures exist in the United States today? Ethnologists are bound to differ on this question, but U.S. News puts the number at 17. We have taken into account the largest communities as well as the smaller (yet, in our unscientific judgment, most culturally distinct) ones. What follows is an overview and taxonomy of the 17 major Latino subcultures in the United States, listed by geographic region.

CALIFORNIANS

Hispanics represent 30 percent of the popu​lation in California today and by 2020 are projected to outnumber non-l-Hispanic whites there. Many Latinos, of course, mi​grated to California back when it was still a part of Mexico. But more than 80 percent of Southern California's Hispanics came after 1970. In 1996, newly naturalized Latinos voted at higher rates than the general popu​lation. The galvanizing event was 1994's pas​sage of Proposition 187, which sought to end school and health services for illegal immi​grants. (A federal judge has blocked imple​mentation of Prop. 187; the matter is expect​ed to be appealed up to the Supreme Court.)

1. Immigrant Mexicans. Newcomers to Los Angeles traditionally settle in enclaves like East L.A., but in the past decade they've also poured into low-income black areas like South Central and Compton as well as Hun​tington Park, a formerly Anglo neighbor​hood that had become a ghost town. Ahora es Me.xico," says a man standing with his son at the corner of Florence and Pacific while his wife buys tamales and chicken in mole from a huge takeout store. "None of this was here when I came 15 years ago;' he says. nodding at the Spanish-named car dealer​ships, shoe stores, bridal shops, and super​markets stretching for blocks.

​

2. Middle-class Mexicans. Many Mexican Americans in California have moved up the socioeconomic ladder, sometimes in a single generation. Overall, two thirds of Latinos in the United States live above the poverty line; half of Southern California's native Latino families, and one third of those from abroad. are middle class. New arrivals often hold two jobs, leveraging themselves or their chil​dren into such middle-income occupations as police officer, manager, and executive secretary. They have mi​ grated from traditional ports of entry to more-prosperous neigh.

bar-hoods and suburbs like San Gabriel and Montebello. There Mexican-.Ameri​cans buy three- and four-bedroom tract houses next; door to Asians. Farther east, in Hacienda Heights, Mexican American families' yards are bigger, the driveways parked with BMWs and Jeep Cherokees.

3. Barrio dwellers.
 Many Mexicans move up and out, but a growing number of sec​ond-. and third-generation kids are getting trapped in ghettos. Boyle Heights' housing projects are the largest west of the Mississippi; 60 gangs with 10,000 members ("homeboys") run rampant ever 16 square miles of urban wasteland.

4, Central Americans of Pico Union. 
As tough as life may be in the Mexican bar​rios. it's even grimmer in-Pico Union, a gang-ridden section of LA.

just east o: Mac.4rthur Park that serves as the principal U.S. port of entry for Cen​tral -Americans, the fastest​ growing segment of L.A.'s population. Nearby Korea ​town is also now predomi​nantly Central American. Greater L .A. is hone to half of al: the Salvadorans and Guatemalans who live in the United States.

Even though 97 percent of U.S. Central Americans are working, incomes in Pico Union commonly range from $5,000 to $ 10,000. Ev​eryone works, kids and par​ents. Most parents have less than a sixth-grade educa​tion; their children who work full time risk remaining at society's lower rungs. Still, two thirds of the families manage to stay above the poverty line, running little mar​kets and shops along Eighth Street.

TEJANOS

Texas Mexicans argue with their Califor​nia brethren over whose culture is more authentically Mexican -American. What's certain is the two groups couldn't be more different. In contrast to the major​ity of "Californios" who are recent arriv​als, many Tejanos have been here for generations. They've brewed a cowboy culture that's equal parts Texas and Mex​ico. Tejano music, a widely popular blend of country and ranch.era, epito​mizes the hybrid. Tex-Mex conservatism, on issues from abortion to immigration I shocks California Mexicans.

5. South Texans. The most Mexican part of the United States is the lower Rio Grande Valley. In Lare​do and Brownsville, Mexicans form 80 to 95 percent of the popu​lation. Their roots go back to the 1700s, giving them a strong sense of belonging. Hidalgo County, one of the nation's poorest, is also a cradle of Mexican culture and scholarship. Like California, Texas was the scene of bitter battles over job and school discrimination in the 1970s, but anti-immigrant sen​timent is far less virulent here. Many Anglos speak Spanish, and intermarriage is common.

6. Houston Mexicans. In Houston, Latinos are still a minority. Anglos make up 41 percent of.the popula​tion
and hold most positions of po​litical and economic power.. But Hispan​ics-mostly Mexicans, but also a growing number of Central Americans-have grow=n from 18 to 28 percent since 1980. (The remaining 31 percent of Houston is mostly African-American and Asian.) Houston's Mexican -Americans are most​ly working-class residents of ethnic en​claves even though 56 percent of them are U.S: barn. "South Texans who go to see their relatives in Houston feel sorry for the barrio dwellers' quality of life," says Joel Huerta of the University of Texas's Center for Mexican American Studies.

7, Texas Guatemalans. 
Houston's urban ~ sprawl could not be more foreign to the 1, Mayan Indians of Guatemala, who grew up in the rural highlands speaking their I native Indian language. Because they have little chance of upward mobility in their own highly race- and class-conscious country, the Mayas have joined Houston's Central American working class. These short, full-blooded Indians tend to keep to them​selves in their southwest Houston enclave-they have their own soccer leagues and Pentecostal churches-but they did join with African ​American residents of one area they colonized, Stella Link, to form crime-watch groups and youth programs. In his new book, Strangers Among us: how, Latino Im​migration Is Transforming America, journalist Rolberto Suro recounts the trail of Guatemalans to Randall's, an upscale supermarket chain that ended up hiring1,000 Mayas,

CHICAGO LATINOS

Latinos followed Irish, Polish, and other European immigrants to this city of eth​nic neighborhoods. Only Los Angeles and New York have larger Hispanic popula​tions than Chicago, which is projected to be 27 percent Hispanic in the year 2000. And Chicago's mix of Hispanic subgroups is more diverse than that of L.A. or New York. Among; U.S. cities, Chicago ranks second in the number of Puerto Ricans, fourth in the number of Mexicans, and third in the number of Ecuadorians. Gua​temalans and Cubans are also here in force.

8. Chicago Mexicans. 
The first of Chicago's nearly 600,000 Mexicans arrived to work on the railroad just after the turn of the century; more came to man steel mills during World War II. "Chicago's weather is se harsh that the only reason Latinos come here is jobs,' says Rob Paral, research director of the Latino in​stitute. Chicago has absorbed the steady influx fairly well: Its manufacturing base remains strong and unemployment is low. Its Latinos mirror the national pro​file in that 60 percent are native-born and two thirds, lack high school diplomas. But only one fourth are poor. (The national rate is 31 percent.) The com​mercial heart of Mexican Chicago, 26th Street , generates more tat revenue than any other retail strip except tony Michi​gan. Avenue. It's lined with hundreds of stores like La Villita Dry Cleaner, a pina​ta shop, Nuevo Leon restaurant-but has just: one Walgreen's.

3. Chicago Puerto Ricans. 
Two giant, steel Puerto Rican flags fly over Division Ave​nue by Robe-to Clemente High School. They were erected to stake out the turf of Paseo Boricua, a strip of 80 mom and pop businesses, and the Puerto Rican​ owned Banco Popular, the largest his​panic-owned bank in the United States. Sitting in his sister's bakery across from the AIDS education center he founded, community leader Jose Lopez says that urban renewal plans are pushing Puerto Ricans into suburban ghettos instead of helping them prosper. He launched the flag project as part of his drive to bolster Puerto Rican pride arid identity. One of the great paradoxes of puertoriquenos is that while thev have the benefit of being born U.S. citizens. they have fared worse economically than any other Hispanic group. They have the highest rates of poverty (38 percent), unemployment (12 percent), and households headed by single females (4I percent).

MiAMIANS

Miami is the one major city in the United States where Hispanics dominate numer​ically, politically, and economically. They make up about 60 percent of the popula​tion, a meteoric rise from only 5 percent in 1960. Miami is seen as a Cuban city, but other immigrants who have poured in since 1980 now make up 40 percent of Hispanics living here.

10. Cubans. 
Success stories are not hard to find among Miami's i million Cubans. Of the 8o Latinos in, the United States worth $25 million or more (according to a recent Survey in Hispanic Business magazine), 32 are of Cuban origin. Singer Gloria Estefan the late exile leader Jorge Mas Can​osa, and a handful of Miami builders made last years . Roberta Goizueta, the late head of Coca-Cola; topped it. US .​born Cubans have the highest incomes of any Hispanic subgroup, and over two thirds of them live-in Florida.

For this influx of talented and success​ful immigrants, America has Fidel Castro to thank. The first wave of Cuban immi​grants in the 1960s, following Castro's

; Communist takeover of Cuba, doubled their incomes in three years: Four thou​sand were doctors, and most had good educations. They started restaurants; clothing, furniture, and cigar businesses; and drive-up storefronts dispensing strong, sweet ca,fe cubano. They built subdivisions sprawling into the Ever​glades and provided jobs for tens of thou​sands of later, poorer Cuban immigrants. Alone among Hispanic subgroups, Cu​bans were warmly -welcomed by the U.S. government throughout the cold war: They received financial assistance and, until 1995, automatic legal residency. As of 1990, 55 percent of Cubans had gradu​ated from high school, and 20 percent held white-collar jobs. But one third do not speak English well or at all; many of them are older Cubans with little incen​tive to learn the language in a Spanish​ speaking city.

11. Nicaraguans. 
During the 1980s, U.S.​ backed rebel leaders plotted to overthrow Nicaragua's Communist government from offices near Miami's airport. As the war dragged on, young Nicaraguans came here to evade the military draft. Af​ter the Communists finally lost power in 1990, some 75,000 Nicaraguans re​mained in the United States. Congress re​cently granted them the right to stay, so many may eventually become U.S. citi​zens. Nicaraguan exiles were embraced by Cubans who sympathized with their flight from communism; they settled in Cuban areas like Hialeah and East Little Havana and found work in Cuban-owned businesses. Unlike Miami's Cubans, though, the Nicaraguan immigrants are mostly poor, rural folk, averaging 26 years of age and nine years of schooling. More than half don't speak English well or at all, and their median income of $9,000 in 1990 was the second lowest of all ethnic groups in Miami. (The lowest ​ranked group was the 20,000 Hondurans who moved to Miami when the Nicara​guan war unsettled their country.)

12. South Americans. 
Miami's Hispanic ​per crust is not just Cuban; it also in​cludes Colombians, Peruvians, and other South Americans. These wealthy immi​grants began coming to Miami when their countries' economies plunged into crisis in the 1980s. Business and profes​sional people fled with their money, buy​ing houses in Kendall, a Miami suburb, and condos in waterfront high-rises. They number well over 100,000.

NEOYORQUINOS

Puerto Ricans used to represent the vast majority of New York's Hispanics; now they are roughly half. Immigrants from the Dominican Republic, Colombia, and Cuba have swelled the metropolitan ar​ea's multiethnic mix to 3.6 million Latinos.

13. Puerto Ricans. 
During the 1950s, the decade when West Side Story came to Broadway, New York was home to 80 percent of all Puerto Ricans in the Unit​ed States. Cheap, frequent flights ferried the islanders back and forth. One million immigrated to New York after World War It, forming the backbone of the city's manufacturing work force. By the 1960s, Puerto Ricans also owned some 4,000 businesses. Many were in Spanish Harlem, which was dotted with restau​rants serving chicken asapao and paste!​es, the Puerto Rican version of tamales made with green bananas. In the 1970s Puerto Ricans' American experience

turned sour: Newer immigrants began displacing them, and then the industrial base of New York withered away. Unem​ployed Puerto Ricans headed back home, only to return to New York when they couldn't find jobs there either. In New York, they saw their median family in​come drop below that of African-Ameri​cans, which was rising. "Compared to the black community, our resources are so much weaker;" says Angelo Falcon, di​rector of the Institute for Puerto Rican Policy. "We don't have their church lead​ers or their colleges. We don't have a sol​id middle class:'

14. Dominicans. 
Washington Heights is the expatriate capital of Dominicans, who now represent almost 10 percent of all Latinos in the New York area. They came to this rundown tip of upper Manhattan, named it Quisqueya-the Native Ameri​can name for the Dominican Republic ​and immediately went into business. They opened neighborhood stores called bodegas a11 over the city, and drove cabs that competed with yellow taxis. Sonic Dominicans also tapped their location by the George Washington Bridge to set up a huge drug distribution network serving the Atlantic Coast. Despite all this entre​preneurial activity and Dominicans' com​paratively high median income ($ 10,000 to $15,000), their unemployment rate is 53 percent; 14 percent are on welfare; and 42 percent don't speak English well. New York's Dominicans have fared near​ly as badly as Puerto Ricans, in part be​cause they are overwhelmingly first-gen​eration immigrants without high school degrees. They too suffer from a revolving door syndrome that has kept them from putting down roots. Community leaders have yet to solve Quisqueya's many prob​lems: discrimination against the mostly black and mulatto Dominicans, poor po​lice relations (the 1992 killing of a Do​minican immigrant sparked riots), drug ​fueled crime, and high rents.

15. Colombians. 
Colombians have won the economic success that has eluded most Hispanics, but they're dogged by a stereo​type that all Colombians are drug traf​fickers. Most are in fact legitimate busi​nesspeople and successful professionals: yet to avoid stigma, some say they are from another country. New York is their principal U.S. destination, followed by Miami. Only 40 percent are U.S. citizens, although the number is increasing be​cause Colombia now allows dual citizen​ship. Two thirds of Colombians have jobs, and their median income is close to that of non-Hispanic whites. One fifth of Colombian families earn $50,000 or more, in keeping with their reputation as South America's best entre​preneurs. But arrests of ma​jor Colombian traffickers and grisly murders in their Queens enclave of Jackson Heights have cemented a neg​ative image in the pub​lic's mind.

ELSEWHERE IN THE U.S.
 16. New Mexico's Hispanos. 
Northern New Mexico is home to the nation's most un​usual and least-known group of Hispanics. They are de​scendants of the original Spanish conquistadors and as such belong to the oldest European cul​ture within U.S. borders. In the valleys of Rio Arriba they farm ribbonlike plots be​queathed to their ancestors by the Span​ish crown; live in ancient adobe homes; and cook pork in red chile sauce in out​door ovens, A proud, poor people, they call themselves Hispanos to emphasize that they are not immigrants from Latin America. The Spanish they speak is a dia​lect from the time of Coronado, and the holidays they celebrate are Spanish ones commemorating events like the 1692 re​conquest of New Mexico and the con​quest of the Moors. A dwindling Catholic sect called the Penitentes practices self​ flagellation in their ancestors' moradas, or temples. Another subgroup are de​scendants of marranos, Spanish Jews who fled the Inquisition and continued to observe Jewish rites secretly. Centuries of subdividing their farmland have forced young Hispanos to seek sea​sonal work elsewhere or to move away entirely. Unem​ployment hovers around 20 percent and welfare depend​ence is high.

17. Migrant workers.
 For dec​ades, the demand for tempo​rary farmhands has sent His​panics all over the United States. The migrant farm​hands still travel from crop to crop, living in camps straight out of a Steinbeck novel, but farm mechanization has re​duced their numbers to about 70,000 for the Midwest har​vest. Meanwhile, a second stream of Mexicans is being drawn to work in chicken- and beef-pack​ing plants in places like Dodge City, Kan., where 4,000 Hispanics have arrived since 1990. In Maine, hundreds of Mexicans work on egg farms in Turner (pop. 5,000), which now has a bilingual school pro​gram. Siler City, N.C., had 200 Hispanics in 1990. Today, half its 6,000 residents are Hispanic, and the town has three churches offering services in Spanish and four Latin American grocery stores.







