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Hispanics are challenging the simple black and white definitions of what it means 
to be an American. As Hispanics continue to immigrate to the United States, the U.S. 
Census Bureau projected that, by 2050, there will be over 100 million Hispanics or that 
24.4 percent of the total population will be of Hispanic origin.1  Owing to their proximity 
and poor economies, the U.S. receives the greatest amount of immigrants from Mexico, 
Central and South America, and the Caribbean islands. Attracted by political freedoms 
and economic opportunities, Hispanics generally settle in California, Texas, New York, 
and Florida for employment opportunities and to join already established Hispanic 
enclaves.  

While continual immigration will allow for the Hispanic population to increase, 
this paper is more concerned with those already in the United States. I study the 
relationship between Cuban-American families settling in the U.S., their assimilation 
process from the original immigrant through successive generations, and the subsequent 
effect on their rate of political incorporation. Political incorporation, defined by 
participation in the electoral process through various means such as voting, donating to 
PACs, attending town meetings, or lobbying for policy changes, for example, is 
dependent on how integrated a specific group is in the host society. Hispanic immigrants, 
as a monolithic entity, are often politically disenfranchised because of feelings of 
exclusion, the lack of connection to current policy, low economic security and language 
barriers. Interestingly, this generalization does not apply to Cuban Americans, who are 
characterized as a politically motivated group. Immigrants experiencing greater 
assimilation in the host country are more likely to engage in the political system.2 I 
hypothesize that, if the government assists in the assimilation process by providing 
specific benefits encouraging integration, they can, theoretically, increase mobilization 
and political incorporation among these groups.  

What will the future Hispanic demographic look like in the United States? How 
well will immigrant children adopt American culture, and how does their assimilation 
relate to political involvement and influence over elections? These are questions that the 
nation should be considering rather than debating about how long to make the barricade 
between the Mexican and American border. The unique Cuban experience and history, as 
detailed in the paper, is a large part of what prompted them to achieve the highest 
assimilation and political incorporation rates among all Hispanics. This claim warrants 
some explanation and background information.  

Following the mass exodus of Cubans to America in 1959 in response to Fidel 
Castro’s rise to power, Cubans now represent a large voting bloc in Florida, particularly 
Miami, where three of every five Cubans in the U.S. reside.3 As they settle, assimilate, 
and engage in political activity, Cubans are distinct in many ways from the rest of the 
Hispanic population, most notably in their tendency to vote Republican. There have been 
four distinct waves of migration: 1959-1962, when 200,000 Cubans migrated generally 
from the upper classes; 1965-1973, when the U.S. conducted “freedom flights” and 
260,500 applicants were permitted to leave the country in airlifts sponsored by the U.S.; 
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1980-1981, which is characterized as the Mariel boatlift period and 125,00 Cubans, 
including those from lower socio-economic classes, left; and finally 1982-1994, when 
Cuba announced it would not restrain Cubans from leaving the country by raft or sea 
vessel and, consequently, over 40,000  �������� successfully�confronted the 90-mile 
distance between Cuba and the U.S.4 More than one million Cubans have both 
“emigrated” (with supposed intentions of returning to their homeland) and immigrated to 
the United States, settling predominately in Miami.5  

The guiding assumptions in my study of this case is that, although notoriously 
Republican, as Cuban Americans assimilate and become politically incorporated, certain 
characteristics that used to distinguish them as conservative, such as religion and policy 
against Cuba, evolve, Cubans vote more in line with non-Hispanic whites than any other 
Hispanic nationality. While I presume that there is some convergence among Hispanics 
and Cubans as they both assimilate, Cubans have made greater efforts at integrating into 
the political scene than other Hispanics. Cubans may see political elections not through 
the eyes of a Hispanic immigrant, but with mainstream America instead. Using Cubans as 
a case study, is their Diaspora an anomaly whose experience is likely to be emulated by 
Hispanics in general? 

The paper will evaluate the extent to which Cubans have assimilated via three 
proxy variables: language, intermarriage and level of education. After demonstrating their 
high levels of assimilation compared to non-Hispanic whites, the subsequent section 
examines their political incorporation by measuring three trends: Cuban naturalization, 
voter turnout rate, and the availability of PACs. The final section suggests compares the 
Cuban experience to Mexican Americans and Nicaraguan Americans, suggesting that 
currently Cuban are an anomaly but have the potential to act as pioneers for different 
Hispanic nationalities.  
 
Assimilation  
!������������������

Those that were able to immigrate to the U.S. found that they were in the hands of 
presidential administrations that sympathized with their plight and showered them, 
however belatedly, with multiple and unprecedented benefits. The advantages that were 
granted Cubans have never again been given to any other immigrant population, and 
constituted a remarkable reversal in American historical immigration policy, making the 
Cuban Immigration a sui-generis event in the American political landscape. 

The first waves of Cuban immigrants (1959-1962), were primarily Western 
European Caucasians, the descendants of Spaniards of upper status and educational 
attainment, immigrated as temporary exiles with the hopes of soon returning to their 
native Cuba. The difference between the first wave of Cubans and subsequent immigrants 
is critical. The first wave came as émigrés with the intention of returning to their 
homeland. For this reason, the first wave’s �����������  to assimilate was lower than 
others who made America their home rather than temporary stay.  

In the United States, the first wave became a viable economic class that brought 
entrepreneurial skills vital to creating their own enclaves. They preferred a hard-line 
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treatment toward Castro, favored a US trade embargo of Cuba, and any method of 
ousting the regime. With the threat of communism looming in many countries of interest 
to the US, President Johnson continued President Kennedy’s open-door policy 
welcoming refugees of communism from the second wave (1965-1973). This policy 
included the well-known Freedom Flights, which flew exiled families from Cuba to 
Miami. The majority of these refugees was relatives of previous exiles living in Miami 
and thus espoused similar beliefs.  

While the first two waves consisted of upper and middle-class immigrants, the 
third wave (1980-1981) was not as well received by the U.S. public. Considered 
undesirable because of their alleged origins (i.e. mental patients, criminals, and 
homosexuals), the majority of these immigrants were single black men.6 The third wave 
era is commonly referred to as the Mariel boat lift, and those who escaped called 
���������� . One essential difference between the third wave and previous immigrants is 
that the ����������  were mostly children of communism. Born after the revolution, 
growing up surrounded by limited freedoms, they never knew the civil liberties that 
existed before and never served as members of the previous governments. They were 
resented by first and second wave Cubans, came for economic freedoms as opposed to 
political asylum and their assimilation process was thus vastly different than the previous 
waves. They were less educated, spoke very little if any English, and tried to break into 
an American economic system that earlier Cuban immigrants had already saturated.  

After the fall of the USSR, Cuba lost its best source of financing and their 
economy thus began to decline. The peso was devalued, free services such as health care 
and education began to disappear and the public became even more desperate. This fourth 
wave era (1982-1994) characterizes the refugees as  ������� , literally, rafters. Lower-
class families entrusted their lives to the 90-mile trek to freedom and attempted to raft the 
Gulf-stream to the US. 

�
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Comparing Cuban 
Americans in South Florida and 
non-Hispanic whites in South 
Florida, I compiled information 
from 1970-2000 regarding highest 
level of education achieved. 
Table I and Table II highlight the 
highest level of education achieved 
by Cubans and non-Hispanic 
whites. While the data show an 
increase in high school and college 
graduates overall there is a dip in 
the 1990 data. The decrease in 
1990 is due largely to the increase in  �������� during the 1980-1990 periods. Despite this 
dip, the percent of high school graduates among Cubans increased dramatically from 42.5 
percent in 1970 to 68.71 percent in 2000. The percent of college graduates increased from 
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Ethnicity in America . Belmont: Wadsworth Press, 1996. 264-284, p.267. 

Table I 



9.92 percent in 1970 to 14.81 percent in 2000. These percentages increased faster and at a 
greater percentage than did 
non-Hispanic whites which 
increased from 8.63 percent 
in 1970 to 11.56 percent in 
2000 for college graduates. 
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Using language as a 
measurement of assimilation 
is an integral way of 
demonstrating a social 

change. I use data from the Census Bureau tracking language spoken in the home from 
1980-2000. I assumed before completing the research that within the 20-year period, the 
percent of those who speak Spanish in the home would reduce significantly. However, 
this proved untrue among Cubans since in 1980, 95.26 percent of Cubans spoke a 
language other than English in the home, whereas in 2000, 91.87 percent of Cubans 
spoke another language. Although there was a decline, it was very minimal in 
comparison to other variables in the table. This minimal decline is due to several reasons 
including the vast and concentrated enclave of Cubans in Miami that reduces the need for 
involuntary linguistic assimilation. 

This data does not imply that Cubans are maintaining their mother tongue and not 
acquiring the English language. The number of Cubans in Florida who do not speak 
English “very well” has declined over the past twenty years. Despite the increase in the 
Cuban population, especially with the influx of lower socioeconomic Cubans in 1980-
1990, who predominantly speak Spanish, the number has continued to decline from 60.45 
percent to 35.20 percent. This data proves that while Cubans Americans maintain 
speaking Spanish in the home, they are also speaking English at greater levels, creating 
generations of bilingual Cubans. 

 

�������������&������

Intermarriage trends are a frequent used indicator of assimilation. The ability and 
willingness to marry outside of one’s ethnic and/or religious group is regarded by 
classical assimilation theory to be the final stage of adaptation. There are barriers, 
however, facing Hispanic immigrants in the form of socio-economic status, continuous 
flow of immigration, and language barriers that have the ability to prevent intermarriage 
with non-Hispanics. Research concludes that if Hispanics marry outside of their ethnic 
group, they tend to marry non-Hispanic whites.7 Their assimilation is dependent on 
several conditions such as level of inequality, exposure to non-Hispanics, and sex-ratio 
imbalance.8 Imbalanced sex ratios do increase the tendency for one to marry outside their 
ethnic group.  

Spouses tend to marry 
those within their educational 
                                                 
7 Jacobs, Jerry and Labov, Teresa. Gender and Intermarriage Differentials Among Sixteen Race and Ethnic 
Groups. �������������'��	� , Vol. 17, No. 4 (Dec., 2002), pp. 621-646 
8 Brown, Brian. Barriers to Marital Assimilation: Hispanic Intermarriage in US Cities.  

Table III 

Table II 



bracket whether they are marrying within or outside their ethnic group. And because we 
have already established that increased education achievement levels is an indicator of 
greater assimilation and that it also exposes minorities to a greater level of non-Hispanic 
whites, we may also conclude that the two are linked in increasing intermarriage and 
further adaptation. Other researchers found this conclusion to be valid: native-born 
Hispanics, especially those with higher socioeconomic status (measurement by education 
and occupation) tend to marry non-Hispanics more so than the lower educated.9 

College educations also promote tolerance and at the very least expose students to 
other ethnic backgrounds. Access to college, however, is unequal, and Hispanics of 
Western European extractions tend to have more access to college than do Hispanics of 
Black or Indian origin. Lower educated Hispanics, such as Mexicans who come to the 
U.S. to work in agricultural fields, are typically of Indian heritage and come from rural 
backgrounds, where education is harder to provide and therefore more scarce. 

Cubans are unique in that they show high rates of intermarriage with non-
Hispanics whereas other Hispanic races such as Puerto Ricans and Dominicans (similar 
Caribbean islands) show high rates of intermarriage with each other and very low rates of 
intermarriage outside of their ethnic group.10 Between the thirty-year period from 1970-
2000, census data demonstrate that Hispanic intermarriage rates increased 50 percent 
among Cubans and by only 20 percent among Mexicans. As mentioned earlier, education 
shows a positive relationship with intermarriage. From 1970 onward, the proportion of 
intermarriage increased with education. According to the research conducted by Lee and 
Edmonston, 5 percent of Hispanics with less than a high school degree were intermarried 
compared with 15-17 percent of high school graduates and 28 percent of men and 35 
percent of women with a college degree. Not only do intermarriage rates increase with 
education, but women are more likely to intermarry with increased education than men. 
 
Political Incorporation 

I have established that Cubans, more so than other Latinos and at a faster rate than 
non-Hispanic whites, are well educated, maintain their native tongue as well as learn 
English, and demonstrate increasing tendencies to intermarry. This is only one 
component of being a political viable and important voting bloc. In addition to their 
assimilation, Cubans are more politically incorporated than other Hispanics. I base this 
hypothesis on the fact that their unusually high rate of naturalization, voter registration 
and voter-turnout is a byproduct of at least three factors 1) the presence of a true ethnic 
enclave that facilitates in the economic adjustment process 2) many Cubans left the island 
as political refugees as opposed to economic refugees and were already politically 
motivated and mobilized around a cause and 3) they came to the United States with rapid 
access to residency, and thus eventual citizenship.  My aim is to connect their higher rates 
of assimilation and incorporation to greater political influence. 

Cubans have been stereotypically defined by their right-winged political 
preferences and staunch anti-Castro sentiments. While this may be valid of the first wave 
exiles, those aging to fifty and above, it is not necessarily the case among all Cubans, 
especially second generation American-born Cubans. This section will serve as evidence 
that as the Cuban American naturalization rate grew so did their political influence. By 
                                                 
9 Lee, Sharon and Edmonston, Barry. Hispanic Intermarriage and Identity: Trends and Implications for the 
Latino and US Populations. Department of Sociology, Portland State University. 
10 Lee, Sharon and Edmonston, Barry. Page 6 



the 1980s not only did Miami have several Cuban mayors but there were ten Cuban 
American state legislatures and by the 1990s, with the Cuban American National 
Foundation (CANF) at its side, significant policy changes were brewing in Washington, 
D.C. 
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Nationally, over 40 percent of the Hispanic population was foreign-born in 1994, 
yet only 18 percent of those are naturalized.11 While 15 percent of Mexicans are 
naturalized, 20 percent of Dominicans and El Salvadorians are also naturalized, Cubans 
are an anomaly – over 50 percent of foreign-born Cubans in the United States are 
naturalized, allowing them to flex more political might than other Latino subgroups.  

From the research I believe that there is a theoretical connection with increased 
assimilation leading to greater political influence. For example, Samuel Huntington 
argues, and I agree, that Mexicans have established enclaves but have not assimilated, 
due to their socio-economic status, proximity to home country and low levels of 
education. Conversely, the immense Cuban enclaves have made political incorporation 
possible and transformed Florida culturally, socially, and economically, especially as a 
great number enters as political refugees. Cubans are empowered in the US and 
particularly South Florida to become citizens, to vote, and to donate to PACS.  

Research by Alejandro Portes indicates that Cuban naturalization exceeds that of 
all other immigrant groups except Asia and is one factor explaining their political 
influence. In the 1970s, Cuban naturalizations more than doubled that of the rest of Latin 
America and Western Europe. The realization by Cubans of their meek chances of return 
and better opportunities in the United States, led to higher rates of naturalization. Portes 
also found that nationalities sending greater amounts of immigrants experienced greater 
proportions of naturalization and those who emigrated for political purposes became 
citizens at a rate 13 percent higher than others. Educational background also contributes 
to Cubans’ higher rate of naturalization since, for example, each additional percent of 
college graduates in 1970 rendered a 1.5 percent increase in naturalization ten years later.  
Table IV 

Miami-Dade County 1980 1990 2000 
Cuban Naturalization Rate 48 percent 47.2 

percen
t 

50+ 
percent 

 
Hispanics in Miami show more political involvement than is reported nationwide. 

Highlighting Spanish-origin electorate concentrates; the data demonstrated that electoral 
participation in these regions is significantly higher than national averages. 
�
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While there are only three Cuban American PACs available, between 1989 and 
2000 they donated $753,524, 58 percent of which went to Democrats and Republicans 
received 42 percent.12  Ranking second among all ethnic groups, the Cuban American 
PAC, the Cuban American Coalition Inc., and the Free Cuba PAC can boast the power to 
                                                 
11 Baker Gonzalez, Susana. “Su Voto Es Su Voz: Latino Political Empowerment and the Immigration 
Challenge.” "���"���������������������"������� , Vol. 29, No. 3. (Sep., 1996), pp. 465-468. 
12 Opensecrets.org  



spread their influence between parties, guide large vote populations to support specific 
candidates and polices, and use their power to mobilize key constituents that are 
geographically concentrated in areas that impact the outcome of elections.  

Cubans rank second in terms of campaign donations among all ethnic interest 
groups with $754,000 compared to the donation leader pro-Israel PACs that donated 
$16.8 million in the last decade.13 While Cubans are obviously limited in financial power 
compared to pro-Israeli PACs they have still created a large network of influence and 
power related to pressing pro-embargo issues in Congress. Much of the financial support 
comes from wealthy first and second wave families as opposed to more recent 
immigrants who immigrated for economic purposes. Thus the focus of the PACs has been 
to weaken Castro’s regime by strengthening the embargo.  

The amount donated to the two main parties is significant because, although 
assumed to be a strong Republican voting bloc, the majority of donations were given to 
democratic candidates. Whether the amount given to candidates parallels Cuban 
American’s actual vote is another question to be considered especially since the top two 
donors contributed 26 percent of all democratic donations. Nearly half of all money from 
Hispanics is generated from Cubans who represent 43 percent of the Hispanic population 
in Florida.� 

While they were not the only organization, few others could buy as much political 
influence as CANF between 1989 and 2000. Thus 99 percent of Cuban American 
contributions were given to the Free Cuba PAC.14 After the death of the infamous CANF 
leader, Jorge Mas Canosa and the succession of his son with vastly different ideas, the 
Foundation’s conservative supporters disappeared. In 2001 a faction split off and formed 
the Cuba Liberty Council, maintaining ties to the Bush family and the original 
conservative base.  

By 2004 another PAC out shadowed the organization and collected over $500,000 
in one year, the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC. They also targeted pro-embargo candidates 
and funded 75 congressional candidates successfully considering the 2005 decision to 
reverse the congressional move to permit freedom of travel. The organization was issue 
oriented and thus non partisan, supporting all those who favored tightening the embargo 
and more Democrats than Republicans. 

While the different waves of immigrants are divided based on date of arrival, 
economic class, and U.S. versus foreign born, the great majority agree on their sentiments 
toward Castro. The political positions taken by the Free Cuba PAC and the U.S.-Cuba 
Democracy PAC are explainable by exposing the donors who are predominately first and 
second wave immigrants hence the tendency to support harsh policies toward Cuba. 
Those who dominate the political field in South Florida are émigrés of the first ands 
second waves or children of this cohort. Nationally only 26 percent of fourth wave 
immigrants were naturalized compared to 92 percent of first wave immigrants.15 

A few Acts in the 1990s demonstrates the powerful political influence of Cuban 
PACs despite the fact that they only represent 1 percent of the entire U.S. population. The 
Cuban democracy Act of 1992 and the Helms-Burton Act of 1996 were passed due to the 
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large financial influence of CANF. Behind these two pieces of legislation there was an 
emotional cohesion among supporters and a single-issue focus; they wanted to secure 
foreign policy to weaken the Castro regime via further sanctions. 

Historically, the U.S./Cuba embargo was enacted for political reasons; Castro 
nationalized American properties, he aligned with the Soviet Union, and general fears of 
the spread of communism dominated the reasons for the embargo. Immediately, other 
Latin American countries followed suit and enacted their own sanctions against Cuba. By 
1975, however, most countries began to revisit their sanctions and reestablish trade with 
the country.16 In the case of the Cuban Democracy Act, Cubans Americans financially 
supported the author of the act, Robert Torricelli (D-NJ), who raised $399,000 from 
Florida Cubans. The act sought to “promote a peaceful transition to democracy in Cuba 
through the application of appropriate pressures on the Cuban Government and support 
for the Cuban people.”17 This meant that U.S. companies were prohibited from engaging 
in foreign trade, outlawed family remittances to Cuba and banned citizens from traveling 
to the country. The act was passed despite reservations by, then President, George 
Herbert Walker Bush.  

Cuban influence in national politics can be seen again a few years later with the 
Helms-Burton Act when Cuban Americans fought head to head with business interests. 
This Act caught international attention as the bill allowed US citizens to sue foreign 
investors using American property seized by Castro’s government. It also mandated that 
said investors be denied entry visas to the U.S. The international community became 
embroiled in a debate as to whether the Act violated their sovereignty and trading rights, 
GATT and WTO rules.  

Interestingly, the authors of the bill, while staunch conservatives, received no 
monetary support from Cuban Americans until after 1990. Burton received $61,000 and 
Helms $86,000. Furthermore, since 1996, after the bill’s passage, neither Congressman 
has received campaign contributions.  

 
Anomaly or Pioneer? 

In his recent book, 1�������1�2�  Samuel Huntington, a noted political scientist 
who teaches at Harvard, claims that increased Hispanic immigration to the United States 
is eroding traditional American values.18 He assumes --questionably-- that the 
maintenance of immigrants’ cultural values inhibits their ability to share the American 
Dream. As demonstrated in previous chapters, Cubans are assimilating and taking 
ownership of the American Dream that many aim to protect. Cuban Americans may live 
in enclaves of Spanish-speaking residents and generally maintain their Catholic beliefs, 
but they also contribute enormously to the financial, social, cultural, and more 
importantly for the argument in this thesis, political aspects of society. As was shown in 
the last chapter, Cuban Americans, unlike other Hispanic groups, became a part of the 
political process through registering in large numbers, high turnout in elections, 
influencing foreign policy and mobilizing fellow Latinos in Miami. The question 
remains, can their experience be shared by other Hispanic immigrant groups, or are 
Cubans unique?  
                                                 
16 Woodruff, Paul. Ethnic Interest Group Influence on US Foreign Policy Toward Cuba. Text available at: 
http://faculty.mckendree.edu/scholars/winter2005/woodruff.htm 
17 “The Cuban Connection.” 
18Samuel Huntington, 1�������1� ? (New York: Simon and Schuster Paperbacks, 2004), p. 221.  



This section will compare the Cuban-American experience with that of two other 
Hispanic groups, Mexican Americans and Nicaraguan Americans. I chose Mexicans 
because, as the largest Hispanic ethnic group, they suffer from political disorganization, 
infighting and cause much of the current immigration debates. I discuss whether this 
group has the potential to experience social advancement and political inclusion or 
whether they will be an ostracized racial minority group. The Nicaraguan case was 
chosen because, like the Cuban Americans, they experienced a communist-led revolution 
that sent thousands of exiles to the U.S. By comparing Nicaraguans, whose immigration 
conditions were similar to Cuban Americans, I can examine the possibility of 
convergence among Hispanic groups. If the Nicaraguan experience paralleled that of 
Cuban Americans, then perhaps Cubans are not an anomaly after all. The conclusion 
summarizes the significant findings and explains the effects of immigrant assimilation on 
political incorporation.  
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Immigrants are undergoing a segmented assimilation process that differs for each 
ethnic group. While the Cuban Diaspora can not be matched exactly, some Hispanic 
subgroups will experience fast integration into the American mainstream by virtue of 
their environment -- if they migrate to areas of the U.S. with lower populations of 
Hispanics and little network support, assimilation will be more rapid. If, however, they 
move to urban centers with high concentrations of Hispanics in already established 
enclaves, assimilation will take a different form. German immigrants, for instance, were 
able to sustain their culture in the Midwest pre-WWI, while Italians in the northeast 
experienced a two-generation transition to becoming Americanized.19  

As Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut note, the rate of assimilation depends on 
four factors: 1) the history of the immigrant group including its human capital and reason 
for departure; 2) the cultural and economic barriers confronted by immigrants in the host 
country; 3) the family and community resources available upon arrival; and 4) the 
differential pace of acculturation based on language skills.20  

The “Golden Enclave” or first-wave Cuban immigrants were the original 
pioneers. They created social capital or a springboard, if you will, for their offspring and 
the following waves of Cubans, preventing the possibility of downward assimilation. The 
establishment of a network of private schools allowed for American-born Cuban children 
to maintain their bilingualism, protecting them against outside discrimination and 
reinforcing the values of their parents.21  

Compare the Cuban experience to the largest Hispanic immigrant group in the 
nation, Mexicans, and a different conclusion can be drawn. Mexicans have greater 
difficulties assimilating because of three reasons: 1) they take up residence near the 
Mexican border; 2) many immigrants continue a back and forth migration pattern; and 3) 
their immigrant status and language barriers ensure that a large number of them do not 

                                                 
19 Richard Alba, “Language Assimilation Today: Bilingualism Persists More than in the Past, But English 
Still Dominates,4�$������	��������������������#���������� ��������� ����������������  University of 
Albany, December 2004. 
20 Ruben Rumbaut and Alejandro Portes, �������������������������
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University of California Press 2001), pp. 301-315. 
21 Lisandro, Perez, “Growing Up Cuban in Miami,” in Ruben Rumbaut and Alejandro Portes, �������������
������������
��������������������  (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001), pp. 96-108. 



integrate economically and professionally, suggesting that they work in marginal jobs in 
the agricultural sector and are unable to assimilate to mainstream America. In 1�������
1�2 , Huntington based his projection of “a culturally bifurcated Anglo-Hispanic society 
with two national languages” on the experiences of Mexican Americans.22  

The problem the U.S. now faces with Hispanic immigration is threefold. First, 
migration is contagious -- “a migration flow, once begun, induces its own flow.” 23 
Migration is easier for subsequent groups because friends and family are informed about 
the process, are exposed to more resources and often have more job opportunities in the 
host country. Second, it is politically difficult to cease continuous flows of migration 
after the immigrant group has organized politically. For example, Cuban Americans 
quickly became politically incorporated by naturalizing, registering to vote and creating 
PACs. Doing so allowed them to mobilize and lobby in Washington to achieve specific 
foreign policy goals. And third, enclaves make it harder for immigrant groups to 
assimilate because, within them, group members do not need to learn the host language to 
compete for jobs or survive. Immigrants create a network of support that allows them to 
maintain cultural pride, much as Mexican Americans currently experience.  

Unlike previous Europeans immigrants, Mexican Americans, like Cuban 
Americans, take pride in maintaining their Spanish language as well as learning English. 
“There appears to be a cultural difference among Asian and Hispanic parents with respect 
to having their children maintain their native language.”24 Mexican-American education 
levels, however, pale in comparison with those of Cuban Americans. Forty-one percent 
of fourth-generation Mexican Americans still lack a high school degree and the 
“proportion of Hispanic high-school graduates who had ever enrolled in college was 
much lower in 1990 than in 1973.”25 Mexican Americans are thus an example of 
downward assimilation, in which subsequent generations have lower education, income 
and social levels than their parents. This is an extreme example of the poverty trap 
experienced by all new immigrants.  How quickly they can escape this trap historically 
varies between immigrants across history.  

Mexican Americans (66.9 percent) are also disproportionately more likely to 
work in low socioeconomic jobs such as busboys and laborers than Cubans (25.8 percent 
of those in public school and 7.7 percent of those in private school) and other Hispanic 
immigrants.26 Can they experience economic upward mobility as Cuban Americans 
have? Scholars have noted that immigrant groups experiencing economic success in the 
U.S. have similar successes in their birth country. Few Mexican-Americans immigrants 
to the U.S., however, were economically successful in their home country. Furthermore, 
fourth-generation Mexican Americans have made little improvements over second-
generation Mexicans. Thus their stagnancy in education and social status leads one to 
believe that they will not experience the same assimilation pattern as Cuban Americans 
and will remain in low socioeconomic status. This is not to say that no Mexican 
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American will achieve upward mobility and greater educational and social status; as a 
group, however, they may not.  

Be reminded that Mexican naturalization rates, 29 percent, were also the lowest 
among all immigrant groups. While identity was not a variable calculated in previous 
chapters, due mainly to the difficulty in measuring such an arbitrary element, Huntington 
discusses the extent to which Mexican Americans identify with the United States. Cuban 
Americans overwhelmingly describe themselves as “White” and “American,” whereas 
Mexicans primarily identify as “Mexican.”27 Moreover, he noted that over a three-
generation model, Mexicans are less likely to identify with core American values than 
foreign-born and less likely to agree that everyone should learn English! This is an 
incredible discovery. Despite living in the U.S., Mexicans, unlike Cuban Americans, 
have much more difficulty in adopting the American Dream as their own, especially as 
some experience downward assimilation. Subsequent Mexican-American generations 
reject American culture and society that has often ignored them and instead embrace an 
immigrant mentality that is difficult to overcome.  

This rejection of American values may relate to a dark history when the U.S. 
conquered parts of Mexico, dating back to the secession of territories later known as 
Texas, and the acquisition of California, New Mexico, and Arizona. There may also be a 
color-line preventing their assimilation. Mexicans are of Indian origin and are born with a 
darker skin color, making them visually different from Anglos. First and second-wave 
Cubans, on the other hand, are light skinned and can blend much easier with Americans.  

The highly concentrated Cuban population in Miami transformed the once retiree-
filled city into a bustling economic center. And these Cubans are different from Mexicans 
because Cubans had the skill sets to develop an enclave in which they could thrive by 
dominating the political realm, banking, economics, entertainment, etc. They 
Americanized easily because they were educated, wealthy, spoke both English and 
Spanish, and intermarried with non-Hispanic whites. Mexicans in the southwest, on the 
other hand, were of lower socioeconomic status and created a more traditional immigrant 
community. Their children are likely to continue similar lifestyles and some will 
experience downward assimilation. Cuba is a small island and Cuban exiles were united 
around foreign policy concerns, while Mexicans have differing opinions about Mexican 
politics and come from vastly different areas of their more massive country. 

Until Mexicans are brought into the American culture, they will continue to shout 
“Viva la Raza” and encourage ethnic pride. They were not showered with gifts like the 
Cubans but faced hostile American cities that did not want to see their numbers grow. 
With threats of building a wall between our two countries, increasing border patrol, 
punishing companies that hire illegal immigrants, and conversations centering  around 
how to reduce their biggest strength (their numbers), Mexicans are not likely to embrace 
the American culture and become an important electorate. Their low naturalization rates 
combined with low socioeconomic characteristics limit the group’s political influence. 
Similar to Anglos, Latino “voting is more common among the educationally and 
economically advantaged.”28 Without the ability to assimilate, to become productive 
members of American society, ethnic groups turn inwardly and begin to develop different 
sets of values. These values often time preclude successive generations from assimilating. 
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The decision to look inwardly for support and the concomitant development of opposing 
value systems often damages their economic, educational and societal absorption rates, 
thus causing undue harm and unneeded human suffering. This pattern would have to 
change for Mexican Americans to become an influential electorate.  
�
�������	�0���	 ��������(������	�������������

The only other country in Latin American to have experienced a communist 
revolution that subsequently caused an influx of immigrants to the U.S. was Nicaragua in 
the late 1970s early 1980s. (The other revolutionary experiences, in Chile and Guatemala, 
never evolved to the point of causing a Diaspora to the U.S. or other adjacent countries.) 
Ruled by the Sandinista government, many upper-class and educated Nicaraguans fled 
their homes as the government began to extend its influence over the national economy, 
health and education, in addition to nationalizing private property and befriending the 
Soviet bloc (as Cuba had done a decade earlier). When domestic tensions boiled to the 
point of civil-war, many refugees fled political persecution by immigrating to 
neighboring countries and the U.S., expecting to obtain the same benefits Cubans 
received.29 By 1980, about 70,000 Nicaraguans lived in Miami.30 By 2000, 280,000 
Nicaraguans live in the U.S.31 

Because of their common reason for departure, many similarities existed between 
Cuban and Nicaraguan exiles. Both groups left a country that had had an American-
backed dictator who was deposed in a revolution. They also came in distinct waves. The 
first wave shared a dislike for the new government in Nicaragua as their jobs and lives 
were threatened by the transition. In the 1980s, the second wave brought white-collar 
professionals to Miami. And the last wave in 1989 consisted of blue-collar workers like 
the Cubans who came in the Mariel boatlift.32 

Initially, like most immigrants, Nicaraguans experienced downward mobility and, 
in the 1980s, it was estimated that 70 percent worked below their skill level.33 While it 
may not be comparable to the amount received by Cubans, they nonetheless received 
assistance in their transition to living and working in the United States. 

Upon their arrival in Miami, political ideology connected the new immigrants 
with the Cuban enclave and eased their merging with established Hispanics. The U.S. 
government, however, did not welcome them as they had the Cubans. Nicaraguans were 
considered illegal and not granted permanent residence, nor was their journey from 
Managua to Miami paid for by the U.S. government, as it was for Cubans. Instead they 
came on tourist visas or illegally entered the U.S. and only subsequently obtained 
permanent residence. Miami residents were not as receptive to Latin American 
immigration after the Mariel boatlift in the early 1980s. Miamians’ original attitude of 
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generosity for communist exiles hardened and Nicaraguans were treated as illegals as 
opposed to exiles.34  

Interestingly, it was the Cubans that came to the Nicaraguan’s rescue when the 
U.S. government refused to grant residency to fleeing Nicaraguans. Split between Anglo 
Americans in Miami who argued for greater control of the borders and sympathetic Latin 
groups, the U.S. government heard from a variety of competing interests. CANF 
expressed very vocal support for the Nicaraguan exodus in Washington, Cuban-American 
businesses fundraised to support the Contra rebels, and after the INS granted citizenship 
to over 9,000 Cuban immigrants who subsequently registered Republican in 1984 before 
the presidential election, Washington turned the tide. They stopped deporting illegal 
Nicaraguans, and Attorney General Meese said: “No Nicaraguan who has a well-founded 
fear of persecution will be deported.”35 The approval rate for asylum requests 
subsequently increased from 10 percent to 50 percent.36  

Cubans were received positively by the Miami residents and were granted 
benefits by the U.S. government that eased their transition and allowed Cubans to 
develop a moral community, ����	 ������ . The opposite occurred for Nicaraguan 
political exiles. They could not consolidate forces and thrive in a city that rejected their 
arrival. Cubans were granted immediate resident access, given allowances for education 
and the opportunity to advance socioeconomically. Educational attainment was not a 
practical goal when Nicaraguan illegal status prevented them from attending college. 
Eventually the rejection from American society led Nicaraguan immigrants and their 
children to identify as Nicaraguan minorities, which developed into a negative 
connotation.37 Cuban Americans, on the other hand, tend to identify as American and had 
an easier time transitioning into American society.  

Several conclusions can be drawn from comparing the Nicaraguan and Cuban 
immigration experiences. If the U.S. prefers to discourage further political refugee 
exoduses from Latin American then it behooves the U.S. to do whatever possible to 
remedy the conditions that caused the out-migration to take place.  If the U.S. prefers to 
prevent Latin American immigrants from becoming a factor in the American political and 
economic arena, then it is clear that they should not bestow benefits on the incoming 
refugee group, preventing their assimilation. Political refugees tend to have above-
average income and education giving them the skill sets to rapidly assimilate into the 
U.S.   

Nicaraguans could have paralleled the Cuban experience but were prevented from 
doing so when the U.S. rejected their naturalization requests. They could not become a 
force in American politics without first assimilating. It is clear from the evidence, 
however, that if the Sandinistas had not lost power and the U.S. openly received 
Nicaraguan exiles, Nicaraguans could have mirrored the Cuban success story and rapidly 
assimilated into the U.S.  
 
Conclusion 
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After evaluating the Cuban-American Diaspora and the case studies of Mexican 
Americans who emigrate for economic reasons and Nicaraguan Americans who came 
seeking political asylum, it is obvious that Cubans are an anomaly. In addition to being 
skilled immigrants, part of the secret to their success in the U.S. was the amount of 
government support received to ease their transition. The Cubans were not treated merely 
as Spanish-speaking immigrants or left on the fringe of society as other immigrants were 
in the past but, instead, were integrated into the Miami community. This integration on 
the part of the Cubans and the benefits they were awarded allowed for increased upward 
mobility and assimilation, leading to successes in business, politics, the arts, and 
academia that other immigrant groups have not enjoyed.  

Both Mexicans and Nicaraguans created exile communities, but neither group 
achieved much success on the whole. Without programs to revalidate degrees, or grant 
them access to citizenship, Hispanic immigrants were historically left by the wayside. 
These immigrants typically reside in poorer communities where education and financial 
success are not necessarily group norms. Cubans, on the other hand, are credited for the 
economic transformation of Miami. It is important to discredit the theory that Cubans 
were successful solely because of their commitment to education or other unique traits. It 
is not uncommon for Miami Cubans to attribute their successes to hard work, stating “We 
Cubans made Miami.”38 Cubans arrived in Miami with extended social networks, high 
educational attainment and wealth, and a non-African racial status, much like other 
wealthy immigrant groups. Rather, the difference between other immigrants and Cubans 
was the way in which they were received, enabling them to become the nation’s success 
story.  

Many Mexicans immigrants are fearful of being deported and are thus not 
naturalized. Mexican Americans will not be a force in the American political because 
they have yet to surpass linguistic barriers, are not given the opportunity to naturalize, 
and, as was evidenced previously, are experiencing downward assimilation. Mexicans-
Americans are thus marginalized.  

Nicaraguans could have been a politically viable voting bloc as Cubans but were 
not received positively. The Nicaraguan case study evidenced that the lack of federal 
government aid was a large part of why their assimilation process never advanced. The 
difference between Cuban Americans and Nicaraguan Americans was the way in which 
they were received. Alike in reasons for departure and socioeconomic status, the benefits 
bestowed on Cubans allowed for them to assimilate to American society.  

Comparatively, recent Venezuelan immigrants may experience a plight like that 
of Cubans and Nicaraguans. Escaping political persecution and the decline of their 
democratic regime, the first Venezuelans to leave were wealthy upper-classes. While they 
do not receive the same incentives to become incorporated into the American system, a 
Venezuelan case study would be interesting to follow.  

In contrast to the grim situation Mexican Americans face, there are several 
reasons to be hopeful for improvements in Hispanic political incorporation. The case 
studies discussed in this thesis point to divergence among Hispanic groups. However, 
identifying the variable that enabled political incorporation for Cuban Americans 
provides hope for the future.  
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This thesis supports, I believe, that all legal immigrants should be provided 
assimilating benefits, such as professional title revalidation.  How much better a society 
would we be today if we had extended the same level of courtesy to professionals from 
Russia, Italy, Poland, Germany, and other nations? By rapidly assimilating immigrants 
we prevent a huge drain in our society. One drain is that imposed on hospital of last resort 
by undocumented and uninsured immigrants.  Another is obviously the millions of 
dollars it takes to produce doctors, engineers and other professionals when quick 
revalidation and certifications can save society time and money. 

The key findings suggest that in order for immigrants to successfully integrate 
into the American mainstream political, they must first embark upon their assimilation 
process. The extent of Hispanic immigrant involvement in civic and political life is 
dependent on economic and educational assimilation. While I recognize that pathways to 
political incorporation may also be motivated by concerns in their country of origin, we 
should expect that immigrants who assimilate socially and economically also assimilate 
politically and learn to adopt views that can be applied within the American liberal-
conservative spectrum.  

In contrast, immigrants who do not learn English and are not educated will not 
assimilate, especially in terms of socioeconomic status. As a consequence they may 
remain marginal to American political life. Recently there have been movements to 
integrate Latinos politically through the impact of particular policies, on the mobilization 
efforts of advocacy groups, or attention given by election candidates. It is obvious that 
well educated, high-skilled immigrants and their children are more economically and 
politically successful than are low-skilled, more recent immigrants. The same holds true 
for American citizens; high socioeconomic status Americans participate in politics more 
than do Americans of lower socioeconomic status. It is possible for political dynamics to 
work differently for Hispanic immigrants; they do not have to be wealthy but merely 
accepted as members of the host country to participate in politics. 

The Cuban experience is an anomaly but it is one from which we can draw many 
successful lessons.  The first is that immigrants need to feel as though they are a part of 
the system, not that they can never penetrate the layers of obstacles precluding them from 
becoming part of the norm. The onus is on the federal government to prevent illegal 
immigration, but to foster assimilation among those whom it legally allows in. Cubans, 
and to a smaller extent Nicaraguans, have proven that the assimilation curve can be 
expedited and American society served best by offering immigrants a hand up.   


