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This article informs students of urban religion about
“segmented assimilation theory” and urges theorists of
this persuasion to incorporate religion in their models.
Segmented assimilation theory acknowledges the unde-
niable fact that children of post-1965 immigrants to the
United States typically become American, but unlike
older concepts of assimilation, the new theory recognizes
diverse paths to assimilation, with the immigrant second
generation assimilating to one or another segment of the
highly unequal U.S. social structure. Heretofore, religion
has played at best an implicit role in the theory. This arti-
cle proposes ways that religion can be incorporated
explicitly and complexly into the theory.

Keywords: segmented assimilation; religious involve-
ment and achievement

The notion of a straight line of assimilation of
immigrants into the American white mid-

dle class was jettisoned in the wake of the 1960s
by students of racial and ethnic minorities, and
talk of immigrant assimilation was decidedly
out of fashion for years. Nonetheless, in the
past decade, sociologists have resurrected the
concept of assimilation in the study of immi-
grant absorption to U.S. society—but it is assimi-
lation with a twist. The new concept of
segmented assimilation of Portes and Rumbaut
(2001) draws on mounting evidence of the
rapidity with which the children of most immi-
grant groups (their second generation) acculturate
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to American society (Alba and Nee 2003). Notwithstanding countertendencies of
transnationalism, American culture is such a powerful force that most members
of the second generation indisputably become Americans. The theory of seg-
mented assimilation stresses that such Americanization has variable outcomes,
some of which are distinctly undesirable (Landale et al. 1999). Rather than sim-
ply retracing the upwardly mobile trajectory toward white middle-class status
(the older model of Anglo-conformity), the children of post-1965 immigrants are
seen to traverse diverse paths of Americanization, some seemingly on the road to
middle-class success, but others downwardly mobile into persisting poverty, each
stream coming into alignment with one or another segment of a culturally
diverse, economically graded population. These segmented assimilation
processes are particularly pronounced in America’s cities, where, unlike the case
of the last great wave of immigration a century ago, the bulk of new immigrants
are concentrated and, in many cases, racially segregated. The purpose of this arti-
cle is twofold: to alert students of urban religion to this promising new sociolog-
ical theory and to remind students of assimilation (and of ethnic and racial
minorities) that religion is a factor that they must take into account in their mod-
els (Warner 1998).

Segmented assimilation theory is the contribution of a group of sociologists led
by Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut, and including Margaret Gibson, Min
Zhou, and Carl Bankston and their associates (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Gibson
1988; Zhou and Bankston 1998). To date, it has received its definitive codifica-
tion in Portes and Rumbaut’s award-winning book Legacies: The Story of the
Immigrant Second Generation (2001). The data for Legacies were derived from
the first and second stages of Portes and Rumbaut’s Children of Immigrants
Longitudinal Study (CILS), conducted in three waves since 1992 (1992, 1995-
1996, and 2001-2003) in the Miami and San Diego metropolitan areas. As we
shall see, questions about religion were not asked in the first two waves of the
study, but the third wave (2001-2003) did include questions about religion, which
have informed the “new and overdue chapter on religion and immigration”
(Portes and Rumbaut 2006, xvii) in the third edition of their influential book
Immigrant America: A Portrait. Nonetheless, analysis of these data is yet prelim-
inary, so it is still necessary for those who would employ these theories in their
own work to bring to bear other perspectives and other sources of information on
religion. Such is the intention of this article.

The segmented assimilation theorists have brilliantly identified assimilation
processes and mapped likely mobility trajectories of the second generation of the
largest new immigrant communities. But they do not intend their theorizing to
be deterministic. They particularly recommend a strategy of selective accultura-
tion (or additive acculturation) through which groups with nontrivial but vulner-
able stocks of economic, human, and social capital, and without the burden of the
hostile reception accorded the least advantaged immigrants, can support their
young people as they Americanize and thereby influence these trajectories.
Under selective acculturation, maturing youth maintain fluency with the old-
country language and culture and are thereby able to communicate with their
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immigrant parents, even as they (inevitably) absorb American culture. In this
way, they are seen to stand a better chance of acquiring the education that is so
crucial to occupational attainment in America’s increasingly high-technology
workplace. The contrary path of dissonant acculturation, by which youth quickly
shed old country culture and adopt maladaptive American oppositional cultures,
while their parents correspondingly lose the capacity to communicate with and
guide them, is seen as a recipe for failure. In between is the path of consonant
acculturation, where immigrant parents and their children face the challenges of
the host society together but without the support of the ethnic community (see
Table 3.2 in Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 52).

The key to successful selective acculturation
is that both the first and the second

generation are inserted into the ethnic
community and maintain old-country language

and customs while they together learn
the English language and American customs.

Segmented assimilation theory warns of the imminent possibility of ever
greater inequality between classes, but it also explains how groups that face alter-
native upward and downward possibilities can most advantageously negotiate their
assimilation. The key to successful selective acculturation is that both the first and
the second generation are inserted into the ethnic community and maintain old-
country language and customs while they together learn the English language and
American customs. On the face of it, religious communities would seem to be
prime candidates for this strategic role (as well as a potential contributor to at least
one form of dissonant acculturation), but the primary mechanism making cross-
generational ethnic insertion possible, as offered by Portes and Rumbaut (2001)
in Legacies, were the bilingual private schools that middle-class Cuban families in
Miami availed themselves of (pp. 134-43). Implicit internal evidence (p. 226) sug-
gests that such schools are likely to be church sponsored, but in the full statement
of segmented assimilation theory, Portes and Rumbaut rejected the inference that
religion may be a crucial ingredient in selective acculturation on the grounds that
the groups experiencing some success in it are too religiously diverse for the cause to
be unitary (p. 260). Until very recently, only Zhou and Bankston (1998) had theo-
rized a model for the role of religion in selective acculturation in their study of
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Vietnamese youth in New Orleans, who vary in educational attainment and in the
intensity of their involvement in the local Roman Catholic parish. Only recently,
in a new chapter of the third edition of Immigrant America, did Portes and
Rumbaut (2006, 299-342) acknowledge the role of religion in immigrant settle-
ment generally and segmented assimilation particularly.

Through a close reading of the segmented assimilation literature, this article
explores the role that religion may be playing in the processes analyzed. Let us
begin with Portes and Rumbaut’s general model. Portes and Rumbaut saw three
background factors pertaining to the immigrant generation, the parents of those
whose experience of segmented assimilation is the focus of the theory (see Figure
3.1 from Portes and Rumbaut [2001, 63]). The first factor is parental human cap-
ital, of which educational attainment, linguistic fluencies, and occupational status
are the most commonly measured and causally significant aspects. Another com-
ponent of parental human capital is the typical optimism and achievement moti-
vation with which immigrants (but not always refugees) arrive in the United
States, although Portes and Rumbaut (2001, 279-80) stressed that optimism is vul-
nerable to erosion through the process of dissonant acculturation.

It is clear that religion is often implicated in immigrant human capital.
Educational attainment among Korean immigrants to the United States and
occupational status of Indian nurses are both correlated with Christian identity
(Warner 2001; George 2005). A certain level of bilingual literacy in Arabic is
found among educated Muslim Indo-Pakistani immigrants. The optimism of
many Mexican immigrants and high expectations for their children are vulnera-
ble to pressures of dissonant acculturation but may be bolstered by Catholic
parish-based programs of bicultural, cross-generational education (Dahm 2004,
210-35).

Portes and Rumbaut’s second background factor, drawing on research demon-
strating the dominantly positive effect of intact marriages on children’s outcomes,
is family structure. Research on old-stock American populations consistently
shows a positive contribution of religious homogamy to marital stability, and it
seems likely that high and relatively equal levels of religious involvement on the
part of immigrant husbands and wives has similar effects. (See Sikkink and
Hernandez [2003, 16-17] for suggestions on the effect of religious involvement
on the stability of Latino families.) Given the typically, albeit not universally, high
levels of religious involvement among new immigrants (Warner 2000), this is
another respect in which religion likely matters for youth outcomes.

The third background factor, modes of incorporation, is clearly associated in
some cases with religion, but until the third (2001-2003) wave of the CILS,
Portes and Rumbaut’s data prevented them from considering it. What modes of
incorporation refers to is the variable reception accorded to immigrants by three
layers of American society: the government, the society (implicitly white middle-
class society) and the coethnic community. The reception of immigrants and
refugees by the (federal) government varies considerably according to political
calculations: Cubans, Vietnamese, and other anticommunist refugees are
favored; groups with substantial numbers of undocumented immigrants (such as
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Mexicans and Haitians) are received with hostility; and the government tends to
be neutral toward mostly legal groups like Filipinos, Koreans, and Jamaicans. The
society tends to be prejudiced against all nonwhites, which means that few post-
1965 immigrants receive a favorable welcome from the native-born white popu-
lation. The preexisting coethnic community is the third context of incorporation,
and it varies greatly, from mostly professionally employed and geographically dis-
persed groups like Filipinos to mostly working-class and residentially concen-
trated groups like Mexicans. Regardless of their own human capital, immigrants
can be advantaged by joining a preexisting ethnic group already on their way up
the ladder of mobility toward home ownership and higher occupational status.

Portes and Rumbaut’s concept of modes of incorporation is a valuable addition
to our theorizing (cf. Mittelberg and Waters 1992), but based on their specifica-
tion of the concept on the national and racial/ethnic identities of the children of
immigrants from whom their data were collected in 1992 through 1996, their
model as presented in Legacies (2001) could not comprehend religion as a factor
in incorporation.1 Thus, until 2006 (Portes and Rumbaut 2006, 302-6) the model
was blind to the largely favorable reception of Jewish refugees from the former
Soviet Union; the largely hostile reception of Muslims, especially in the wake of 9/11;
and the advantage enjoyed by Christian immigrants, the overwhelming majority
of new immigrants (Warner 2006), in being religiously hosted by preexisting
Christian, especially Catholic, congregations.

Regardless of their own human capital,
immigrants can be advantaged by joining a

preexisting ethnic group already on their way
up the ladder of mobility toward home

ownership and higher occupational status.

Nonetheless, the major conceptual innovation of segmented assimilation the-
ory is the modeling of what happens to the second generation, and for this we
refer to the elaborate second panel of Figure 3.1 in Portes and Rumbaut (2001,
63). There we see the hypothesized trajectories of dissonant acculturation, con-
sonant acculturation, and selective acculturation, the first leading to downward
assimilation, the second to mixed outcomes and the third to mostly upward
assimilation. The key mechanism of these variable outcomes is whether immi-
grant offspring face three challenges—racial discrimination, a segmented labor
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market, and the lure of oppositional inner-city cultures on their own, with the
support of their parents, or with the additional support of the ethnic community.
Let us follow Portes and Rumbaut in unpacking these three trajectories (see
Table 3.2, Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 52).

Dissonant acculturation, the least favorable trajectory for the second genera-
tion, has two forms, one more drastic than the other (see rows 3 and 4 of Table
3.2, in Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 52). In the first, children rapidly acculturate to
American customs and the English language while their parents separately take
refuge from American society in ethnic institutions. Parents and children come
to live in culturally different worlds and as time goes on lose the capacity to com-
municate with one another, parents not gaining fluency in English, and children
quickly losing the ability to speak the parents’ language. In the second, more
drastic form of dissonant acculturation, parents lack coethnic support and
become ever more bewildered as their children Americanize and defy the
authority parents feel is theirs but do not know how to exercise. The hallmark of
dissonant acculturation is role reversal, where children become their parents’
guides to the society they have made their new home. Children have more lin-
guistic and cultural competence (which is not to say wisdom) than their parents,
becoming their parents’ parents (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 51-52) in transac-
tions with the host society, interceding for the parents not only with medical and
legal authorities but also with their own schoolteachers.2 Stories told to Portes
and Rumbaut by immigrant parents and their children in Miami and San Diego
in the 1980s and 1990s highlight the dangers faced by children who serve in this
manner as their own tutors. Some are unusually gifted or lucky and do well in
school and the labor market, but others drift into gangs or drugs or premature
pregnancies and leave school before getting the education they will need for
occupational success on postindustrial America.

Portes and Rumbaut focus on the powerful acculturative currents impinging
on the second generation, especially the rapidity with which most learn English,
and the largely economic factors that tend to impede the assimilation of the first
generation, especially those who lack human capital and are marked by stigma-
tized racial features. They do not analyze how it is that some such parents can
take refuge in the coethnic community, but sociologists of immigrant religious
institutions (e.g., Warner 2001, 33-38) know that insofar as such institutions are
established to meet the needs of the first generation, they can serve dysfunction-
ally as places where the old-country language prevails and English is unnecessary.
Religious institutions that do not reach out to the second generation exacerbate
the problem of dissonant acculturation. (I sense that this is the case with some
immigrant Christian churches and Buddhist temples in the United States that
seem to serve primarily to provide comfort and status to immigrants suffering
deprivation in the host society. See George [1998] and Chai [2001]; cf. Cadge
[2005, 199-200].)

Consonant acculturation also has two forms, one in which parents and children
learn English and American customs together and largely abandon ethnic ways,
and a second where the generations unite in resisting any sort of acculturation
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and hew to the ethnic community. In Portes and Rumbaut’s model, consonant
acculturation is a process undergone by individual families, without the media-
tion or support of the coethnic community, most successfully in the case of immi-
grants with high levels of human capital and English-language fluency and facing
only mild racial discrimination. Thus, the authors do not direct attention to the
role of institutions in consonant acculturation. Yet it seems clear that religious
institutions would be part of the picture for groups such as Filipinos, whose typ-
ically fluent English, deep-seated Roman Catholic faith, and high occupational
standing facilitates their and their children’s participation in American society.
The potential role of religion is more obvious in the case of consonant resistance
to acculturation, a strategy that is atypical among American immigrant commu-
nities, for whom ethnic enclaves are difficult to construct.3 This strategy is prob-
ably more prevalent in many European societies, with their less consistent
traditions of immigrant incorporation.

In sum, dissonant acculturation is the theory’s way of speaking of the age-
grading forces in American society and culture that tend to tear families apart,
whereas consonant acculturation (and consonant resistance) applies to socially
isolated families enjoying internal solidarity. Many white middle-class suburban
parents are painfully aware of the first set of forces, where children seem to have
become an alien species and parents are made to feel like “muggles” in their own
homes (cf. Warner 1999). Such parents look wistfully at those families where
Mom and Dad and Junior and Sis gather around the hearth and the table (and
indeed the TV) at the end of their stressful days, the type of family idealized
under modern capitalist conditions as a haven in a heartless world. But the prob-
lems that segmented assimilation theory points to are far more consequential for
immigrant, urban families, especially those with little human capital who are
subject to the most negative modes of incorporation, than they are for white sub-
urban families. For those immigrant families, alienation of the generations portends
abject failure for youth, and successful isolation from the destructive forces of
American culture is available only to the luckiest and most resourceful. For such
families, whatever factor (including religion) gives leverage against the deleteri-
ous effects of the host society matters more for the future of youth than the same
factor for more privileged families.

For Portes and Rumbaut, selective acculturation is the most promising trajec-
tory for those families with at least a modicum of resources and the chance of
escaping the worst forms of treatment by the host society. In this pattern, both
generations learn English and American customs even as they retain the parents’
native language and values through involvement in the ethnic community. Insofar
as acculturation of the second generation is all but inevitable but also fraught with
danger, selective acculturation—which slows the process of Americanization,
promotes pride in ethnic identity, and helps parents maintain their authority
while both they and their children accommodate to the new society—would
seem to be the wiser course for those who can manage it.4

Portes and Rumbaut (2001, 275), who are themselves Cuban Americans
reflecting on the relative success of their own community in the United States,
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cite pre-Mariel (i.e., pre-1980) Cuban exiles in Miami as successful practitioners
of selective acculturation. Recognizing that Miami public schools were biased
toward forced assimilation, relatively affluent Cuban Americans availed them-
selves of private bilingual language academies5 so that their children would study
Spanish even as they acquired English, all the while maintaining the high levels
of ambition, self-esteem, and academic performance that their parents wanted to
instill in them. Portes and Rumbaut go on to cite the cases of Chinese, Korean,
and Vietnamese communities in America that, without widespread second gen-
eration bilingualism, nevertheless seem to be selectively acculturating, but they
do not indicate what might be the sources of their relative success. They end with
a hope that Mexicans, America’s largest immigrant community but one of its
poorest, will somehow be able to manage their incorporation in American society
through selective acculturation. The hope for the future of Mexicans expressed
by Portes and Rumbaut in Legacies is tempered by renewed pessimism in the
third edition of Immigrant America (2006, 331-35), based on reports of the his-
torically dismal treatment of Mexicans by the Catholic church in the southwest.
Thus, they address their appeal more to the enlightened self-interest of the host
society than to Mexican immigrants themselves, urging their readers to support
bilingual education for youth and to respect Mexican parents’ values.

Notwithstanding the labor market advantages enjoyed by Spanish-English
bilinguals in Miami, it is worth considering strategies of selective acculturation in
addition to language academies that may be put to use by immigrant communi-
ties. It should be obvious that religious involvement would prove to be one such
strategy. Despite their neglect of religion in the book’s analysis, Portes and
Rumbaut concede as much toward the end of Legacies (2001):

Most immigrant parents . . . rely . . . on the strength of their community or of their family
to help preserve some connection with the old country and, through these, some sem-
blance of parental authority. They take their children to church or temple [italics added],
surround them with relatives, pepper them with proverbs in the home language, and
sing karaoke with them in an effort to stem dissonant acculturation. The successive out-
comes documented in our data, though predictable on the average, clearly show the
manifest results that such efforts produce and the divergent ways in which children
adapt to the chances and challenges of their situation. (p. 232)

In the third edition of Immigrant America, the role of religion in selective accul-
turation is at last emphasized as something to be expected:

Naturally, immigrant religions play a central role. . . . When second generation children
continue observing the faith of their parents, certain benefits associated with selective
acculturation become apparent: there is a common universe of meanings shared across
generations, more open channels of communication between the two generations, and
a system of beliefs and norms antithetical to downward assimilation. (Portes and
Rumbaut 2006, 316)

Zhou and Bankston’s study of New Orleans Vietnamese youth (1998; see also
Bankston and Zhou 1995, 1996) is the outstanding example of the inclusion of
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religion in the segmented assimilation literature. Vietnamese are a strategic pop-
ulation for this inquiry, for their outcomes are considerably varied: some
Vietnamese American youth become school valedictorians, and others drop out
of school and join gangs. Bankston and Zhou (1995) found that school achieve-
ment was significantly correlated with frequency of religious participation, an
effect they later (Zhou and Bankston 1998) modeled as an effect of religiously
involved youth being more tightly bound to the ethnic community, where their
parents’ values were reinforced through social control. The fact that the relevant
religious institution was Catholic (rather than Buddhist) seems less important
than the fact that it was a parish observing Vietnamese customs and bringing
Vietnamese Americans together across generations.

At about the same time as Zhou and Bankston were doing their research, Mary
Waters was carrying out her study of Afro-Caribbean families in New York. She
spoke with Haitians, Jamaicans, and other parents who were trying to pass on the
advantages of their particular cultures to their youth despite racial pressures that
work to assimilate the youth to inner-city oppositional subcultures. It is worth
quoting her observation at length:

The most important positive factor in the lives of the people I spoke with was the church.
Many belonged to an ethnically rooted church, which was composed of West Indians or
often just of people from a particular island. In addition to providing spiritual support,
the ethnic churches reinforced parents’ ties with other immigrants. These ties between
parents are a source of aid and comfort for teenagers. Belonging to a church gives ado-
lescents access to adults other than their parents. Many of the churches also ran peer dis-
cussion and recreation groups, which reinforced parental values. . . . These churches gave
social support to parents and a sense of identity and belonging to the adolescents; many
had very active teen and adult programs to ease the transition into life in the United
States. Pastors and priests served as sounding boards for parents and teens alike, often
cajoling parents into accepting some aspects of the “Americanization” of their teens,
while basically upholding the overall values of the parents, which stressed hard work, sta-
bility, education, and striving for upward mobility. The key factor appears to be the com-
bination of connecting both parents and teens to social networks that reinforce their
values and attitudes as well as the moral and cultural reinforcement that church teach-
ings provide for the messages parents give to their children. (Waters 1999, 202-3)

Religious involvement does not always succeed in overcoming the forces of dis-
sonant acculturation for these West Indians, but it is clearly part of their strategy.

The chapter on religion in the third edition of Immigrant America (Portes and
Rumbaut 2006) cites the case of a particular West Indian group, Haitians in
Miami, as one whose relatively successful acculturation, despite obvious obsta-
cles in reception and human capital, seems to have been aided by their Catholic
affiliation. Haitian youth are the most devout national origin group in the CILS
sample (Portes and Rumbaut 2006, 319), probably because the Miami diocese so
assiduously reached out to them (Portes and Rumbaut 2006, 320, 340-41).
Although the authors do not provide analyses of the outcomes for specifically
Haitian youth, one expects that they will do so in later populations; it is likely that
the correlation between religious involvement and mobility chances will eventually
be seen to prevail among Miami’s Haitian youth.
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Although I do not know of any large-scale studies specifically targeting religion
as a factor in the incorporation of Mexican Americans, Sikkink and Hernandez
(2003) surveyed relevant literature and performed secondary analysis on several
extant data sets to find that religion is a significant factor in predicting school suc-
cess among Hispanic/Latino youth generally. They wrote,

We suggest that religion matters for Latinos because it provides important educational
opportunities outside of school and that the church environment reinforces the impor-
tance of learning and discipline in achieving educational goals. Religiosity among
Latinos also strengthens the social capital resources for families and children. . . . The
overlapping networks of family, church, and school that are generated through high lev-
els of involvement in religion may have the additional benefit of strengthening the social
control mechanisms that keep kids on-track and out of trouble. (p. 42)

Although Sikkink and Hernandez did not parcel out Mexican Americans in their
analysis, and although their data do not allow us to see whether the religious insti-
tutions in question are particularly ethnic ones, their study provides some intrigu-
ing clues as to the processes that may undergird the data.

[W]e should expect to find that involvement of
Mexican American families in Catholic parishes
that are friendly to their culture, including the
children’s enrollment in the parochial school,
will be a significant factor in the successful

selective acculturation of their youth.

Those Latinos who attend church more than once a week stand out in ways that
suggest they may be Pentecostals and Evangelicals who keep the wider society at
arm’s length (cf. Hurtig 2000) while instilling achievement values in their children,
which Portes and Rumbaut would characterize as an instance of consonant resis-
tance. (Insofar as Mexican Americans are converts to evangelical Protestantism,
they experience what Portes and Rumbaut [2006, 326-27] call reactive religious
affiliation, which, when it is engaged in by parents and children together, would
qualify as consonant resistance.) Yet because we know that Mexicans are the least
likely of Hispanic groups to be Protestant (Espinosa 2004), this strategy is likely to
be of limited relevance. The other group in Sikkink and Hernandez’s (2003) study
who benefit from religion are once-a-week attendees, who are likely to be Catholics,
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some of whom send their children to the parish schools, whose teachers and admin-
istrators they tend to experience as less alien than those in the public schools. This
greater ease with Catholic schools may promote greater parental involvement in
their children’s educations, which is a general factor in educational achievement
of youth (Sikkink and Hernandez 2003, 28-30). Thus, we should expect to find
that involvement of Mexican American families in Catholic parishes that are
friendly to their culture, including the children’s enrollment in the parochial
school, will be a significant factor in the successful selective acculturation of their
youth. For some suggestions along these lines in Chicago’s Mexican community,
the second largest in the United States, see Dahm (2004).6

Given our knowledge of religion in the United States, we should expect reli-
gious institutions to be one of the major types of ethnic association to which
immigrants have access (Warner 1993, 1058-64), and therefore they should be
brought into play in a theory highlighting the role of the ethnic community in
assimilation processes. Likely to be at least in part associations of coethnics,
churches and other institutions are a prime locus of the social capital that rein-
forces families and parental authority, especially by helping parents support one
another (cf. Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 64-65, 99, 108). They also can be
expected to provide network closure, by means of which social control of and
adult support for youth is diffused throughout the community (cf. Portes and
Rumbaut 2001, 66; Smith and Denton 2005, chap. 7). Church youth groups can
also provide a surrogate for the peer-centered support of identity that many
inner-city youth find in gangs (cf. Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 59-60). From the
point of view of the strategy of selective acculturation, where parents and chil-
dren alike draw on the support of the ethnic community, it is especially relevant
that American churches are more likely to be intergenerational than other ethnic
associations and less likely to be age-stratified than America social institutions
generally (Waters 1999, 203; Smith and Denton 2005, 246-47).7

The National Study of Youth and Religion conducted by Christian Smith and
his associates (Smith and Denton 2005) is a recent study of parents and children
in the general population. The study is not focused on immigrants and makes clear
why and how religious institutions, at least in the United States, ought to be cen-
tral to the study of second generation segmented assimilation. In the conclusion
of their book, Smith and Denton (2005, 240-51) theorized the ways that religious
involvement exerts causal influence in the lives of youth, in three general respects.

1. Religious institutions induct their adherents into moral orders through their teachings,
the spiritual experiences they foster, and the role models they provide.

2. They contribute to learned competences by providing contexts for the acquisition of social
skills, strategies for coping with stress, and opportunities for extracurricular education.

3. They are social organizations that provide cross-generational relationships between
youth and adults who are not their parents, promote network closure for the diffusion
of social control, and serve as bridges to opportunities in the wider society.

From the point of view of segmented assimilation theory, we should therefore
expect that families pursuing strategies of consonant acculturation would avail
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themselves of churches and other religious institutions to help instill moral cul-
ture and promote skill development in their youth. And we should expect that
families looking to the ethnic community for support in strategies of selective
acculturation would be involved in churches and other religious institutions for
the additional purpose of enlisting other adults and other networks in looking out
for their youth. Consistent with these expectations, preliminary analysis of data
from the third wave of Portes and Rumbaut’s CILS shows significant positive cor-
relations between religious involvement of youth and their educational and occu-
pational achievement and negative correlations with indicators of downward
assimilation (Portes and Rumbaut 2006, 315-25).

I cannot claim that the analysis presented in this article applies to immigrant
minorities or to religious institutions in countries other than the United States
(Portes and Rumbaut 2006, 339-40). As a country historically conscious of itself
as a nation of immigrants with citizenship based on the principle of jus soli, the
United States has assimilated populations from a staggering array of cultures, and
its assimilative capacities show no signs of weakening (Alba and Nee 2003). Most
immigrants to the United States are faced therefore with the choice not whether
they (and more to the point, their children) will become American but how they
will do so. Within this society of immigrants, with its constitutional as well as nor-
mative guarantees to the free exercise of religion, religious institutions play a far
greater role, especially an associational role, than was predicted for European
societies by classical social theory (Warner 1993; Zuckerman 2000; Davie 2002).
Religion in the United States may well be a special case. Nor, in the absence of
large-scale quantitative data on minority religious populations, can we be confi-
dent that the analysis presented here pertains to religions outside the Judaeo-
Christian traditions that have long predominated in the United States (Portes
and Rumbaut 2006, 321, 327-28, 335-39). Yet there are indications that Muslim
and Hindu families are adopting some of the strategies of consonant (Beshir and
Beshir 2001) and selective acculturation (Warner 2005). Nonetheless, it is clear
that segmented assimilation theory, formulated to account for as well as to guide
the process of immigrant incorporation in the United States, must bring religion
into the very center of the picture.

Notes
1. Portes and Rumbaut (2001, 154) claim that the self-identification question they addressed to their

Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (CILS) informants was open-ended. It asked, “How do you
identify, that is, what do you call yourself?” (p. 359, n. 25). But the illustrations provided to youth by the
written questionnaire and to parents by the interviewer did not include religious identities. They were, for
Miami youth, “Asian, Hispanic, American, Latino, African American, Black, Cuban, Cuban American,
Haitian, Haitian American, Nicaraguan, Nicaraguan American, Jamaican, Jamaican American, etc.” (p. 299,
number 78a) and, for San Diego parents, “American, Hispanic, Asian, Black, African American, Latino,
Mexican, Mexican American, Vietnamese, Vietnamese American” (p. 314, number 30). No religious self-
identifications were suggested.

2. Speaking of Mexican families in Chicago’s Pilsen neighborhood, Charles Dahm (2004, 47) wrote,
“When a non-Spanish speaker calls or visits the home, from a repairman to a letter carrier, it is not the
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child who calls the parent for help but the parent who seeks the child’s assistance. Children interpret
American laws and customs for their parents, and some parents, concerned about fitting into their new
homeland, accept their children’s far from disinterested explanation. This dynamic process reverses tradi-
tional roles, assigning to children the power customarily belonging to adults.”

3. See Sikkink and Hernandez (2003, 19-20, 22) for a scenario of Latino Pentecostals’ consonant resis-
tance to incorporation in American society.

4. Enhancing parental social control is not always to the advantage of youth, particularly of girls who
may be abused by parents or stepparents and whose aspirations may be discouraged in the name of tradi-
tional gender norms. Nonetheless, because girls are typically subject to greater social control by their
families, they often do better in school and are more likely to be effectively bilingual than their brothers
(Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 140). In my reading of the literature and experience teaching second-generation
immigrant youth, the greater problem for second generation youth in general is lack of parental control
for boys.

5. It is worth noting in this context something that Portes and Rumbaut acknowledge implicitly in
Legacies (2001, 7, 226) and explicitly only in the new edition of Immigrant America (2006, 334): that these
academies are Catholic schools, that is, religious institutions.

6. In their most recent consideration of what might be the positive role of the Catholic Church in the
selective acculturation of Mexican American youth, Portes and Rumbaut (2006, 331-35) dwell on the his-
torically dismal treatment by the church of its Mexican American constituents in the Southwest, where
Mexican Americans have been concentrated for generations. Yet this fast growing immigrant population is
rapidly dispersing across the country where ingrained suspicions may be less prevalent and positive mod-
els, such as the Jesuit-sponsored Cristo Rey network of high schools, more prominent.

7. Among U.S. religious institutions, the historic Black Church leads the way in being intergenerational
(see Warner 2002; Williams 2002).
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