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Introduction

New York City has always been a city of immigrants. During
the great waves of European immigration in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, substantial numbers of new arrivals to the United
States made New York their home. As a result, New York had larger
shares of the foreign-born among its population than did any other city
in the country.1 In 1860, almost half (47 percent) of Manhattan’s popu-
lation had been born abroad, and this figure did not dip permanently
below 40 percent until 1930.2 For the city as a whole, fully 40 percent
of the population was foreign-born in 1900, two years after the five
counties (New York, Bronx, Kings, Queens, and Richmond) were con-
solidated to create Greater New York City.

The attraction of New York was particularly strong for certain immi-
grant groups that disproportionately chose to settle there over other
possible destinations in the country. The lure that attracted large waves
of immigrants in the past retains its strength today, ensuring that the
city continues to be one of the most popular destinations for immi-
grants to the United States. Indeed, the more than 231,000 immigrants
who arrived in the city in 1995–96 represented more than 14 percent of
immigrants coming to the nation as a whole.3 In 2000, more than one-
third (35.9 percent) of the city’s population had been born abroad.4

As in the past, New York City is a particularly popular destination
for certain groups of immigrants. However, unlike the past, the immi-
grants who currently come to New York are not dominated by a few
groups such as the Italians and Russian Jews at the turn of the century,
and the Irish and Germans before them. Instead, the current waves of
newcomers have numerous origins, coming from a wide range of Asian,
Latin American, Caribbean, African, and European countries. Not only
does this diversity of origin make New York a true mosaic of languages
and cultures, but New York’s most recently settled residents have also
greatly diversified the city’s population racially and ethnically. While the
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city’s population was just under two-thirds non-Hispanic white in 1970,
when the latest wave of immigration began to swell, by 2000 the pro-
portion of non-Hispanic whites had fallen by almost half, to 35 percent,
and Latinos constituted a slightly larger share of the population (27 per-
cent) than African Americans (24.5 percent).

To what degree are new immigrants welcomed by the city? The recep-
tion provided by New Yorkers, politicians, and scholars varies widely.
Many people recognize the benefits that high levels of immigration pro-
vide to the city.5 Among these benefits is the hard work that immigrants
perform in a variety of occupations that are unattractive to the city’s
native-born workers (and thus might go unfilled were it not for immi-
grants) but that contribute to the vitality of the city’s economy. Equally
important, immigrants are recognized as making vital contributions
toward stabilizing and reinvigorating many of the city’s older neighbor-
hoods. The post-1965 wave of immigration coincided with a period of
severe population loss in New York; not only were whites leaving the city
but so were native-born blacks and Puerto Ricans. Without the in-move-
ment of immigrants, with their purchasing power and their capital
investments in the housing stock and commercial establishments, many
of New York’s older neighborhoods would be largely depleted of popu-
lation and in advanced physical and economic decline.6 Although this
conclusion is largely speculative, severe deterioration of neighborhoods
is familiar in such cities as Philadelphia, Detroit, and St. Louis, which
have been steadily losing population since 1970 without compensatory
influxes of new immigrants.7 Some cities, like Pittsburgh, are eagerly re-
cruiting immigrants to stabilize their populations.8

In contrast to this eager welcome are some less-than-favorable feel-
ings toward immigrants. In many communities that have received large
inflows of immigrants, longtime residents have felt uncomfortable or
ambivalent about the visible changes in the complexions of their neigh-
borhoods and the shifts in goods and services offered by local establish-
ments, and have resented what they perceive as a “loss of control of and
identity with what they once considered to be ‘their’ community.”9 In-
dicative of the discord between new immigrants and longtime residents
is the controversy over language usage on store signs. Many longtime
residents of Flushing, Queens, and other neighborhoods feel excluded
from stores advertising only in a foreign language, and thus feel unwel-
come in what was once their own neighborhood.10 Other negative re-
actions involve anger over some of the consequences of rapid growth,
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such as traffic, overcrowding, noise, and rising residential and commer-
cial rents, which are often attributed not simply to immigrants but to
“illegals” in particular.11

Some long-term residents are thus susceptible to the arguments of
anti-immigration groups, such as ProjectUSA. These groups claim that
immigration is responsible for a number of problems that detract from
the quality of life for the native-born and imposes undue financial bur-
dens on immigrant-receiving communities.12 Anti-immigration feeling,
moreover, has probably grown stronger in the wake of the attack on the
World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.13 (Ironically, ProjectUSA is
based in Brooklyn as well as in Queens, the most diverse county in the
nation and the borough with the largest concentration of the foreign-
born.) Yet, in general, even in the neighborhoods most profoundly af-
fected by immigration, there has not been the kind of violence and out-
right hostility aimed at newcomers that has occurred elsewhere, includ-
ing communities on Long Island.14

A fear that many Americans (and at least some New Yorkers) have
about today’s new arrivals is that, by virtue of their origins in the devel-
oping world (rather than in societies and economies like those of the
United States), the immigrants arriving today will be unequipped for
assimilation into U.S. society and for full participation in the economy
and, thus, will become a drain rather than a boost to the economy and
society. Still others fear that many new immigrants will actually refuse
to assimilate socially and economically and that their real motivation
for coming to the United States is in fact to receive social-welfare ben-
efits rather than to work.15 Equally, if not more, prevalent is the discom-
fort many people may feel with the racial and ethnic diversity of today’s
arrivals, its inevitable effect on the racial and ethnic composition of the
U.S. population, and its potential effect on racial/ethnic relations and
alliances.

These negative reactions to immigrants are not new but, instead,
have clear historical parallels to anti-immigrant attitudes held by many
Americans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.16 Al-
though past fears have proved to have been largely unfounded, analyses
are only beginning for the contemporary wave of immigrants.

This book contributes to this growing literature by asking some very
basic questions. First, to what extent are fears about new immigrants
rooted in truth? Or more simply, to what degree does social-scientific
evidence support fears that immigrants, as a group, are unable, or
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unwilling, to assimilate into, participate in, or become incorporated
within American society? To answer these questions we use New York
City as a case study to examine generational patterns of housing-market
outcomes, paying particular attention to the role that race plays in the
allocation of housing opportunities to both foreign- and native-born
households and to the way race may act to block the path to full incor-
poration.

Why housing? Housing is one of the best indicators of a population’s
living standard, when the standard is measured by the level of economic
investment in infrastructure and the quality of amenities available. For
example, few would argue that the eradication over time of housing
units lacking access to piped water indicates an important advance in
the living standards of the American population. However, as we dis-
cuss in greater detail in chapter 1, access to housing and neighborhoods
is one of the most fundamental mechanisms promoting the broader
process of stratification in U.S. society.17 On the one hand, the extent to
which different groups live together is a potent indicator of their social
and economic similarities, whereas the extent to which they live apart
reveals the social distance separating them. Indeed, it is in the neighbor-
hood where people form primary, intimate relationships with others.
Neighboring children and schoolmates form the “pool” from which
young children choose their playmates and from which adolescents
choose their first dating partners. For adults, neighbors often substitute
for kin as more and more households live at distances from their imme-
diate and extended families. Yet for all these examples of the kinds of
intimate attachments people may form with their neighbors, the key is
that people are more likely to live among and form these attachments
with people who are similar to themselves. Thus, spatial outcomes are
sociologically meaningful—yet also measurable—results of the general
processes of social and economic mobility.

Indeed, for immigrants (and ethnic groups more generally), the story
of social and economic mobility is intricately interwoven with residen-
tial mobility to better housing and neighborhoods, a process termed
spatial assimilation.18 The historical record documents that as each im-
migrant group gains a stronger foothold in the nation’s social and eco-
nomic structures, its members start moving to new neighborhoods that
are often not only physically separate from the ethnic ghetto but also
socially separate.19 In the course of this move, they leave the crowded
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and deteriorated conditions typical of the immigrant ghetto for newer
and less-crowded accommodations in higher-quality areas, which tend
to be dominated by members of the majority group. As the upwardly
mobile of the ethnic group leave the immigrant ghetto, they are replaced
by members of new immigrant groups, who, needing inexpensive places
to live near their best options for employment, inherit the aging and de-
teriorating housing stock. This general story underlies the replacement
of the Irish and Germans by the Italians and Russian Jews in the city’s
immigrant ghettos, such as the Lower East Side, at the end of the nine-
teenth and the start of the twentieth centuries. The process of spatial
assimilation experienced by individual group members creates the con-
ditions necessary for the process of ethnic residential succession at the
neighborhood level; yet both these processes point to the same conclu-
sion: housing outcomes are key indicators of the assimilation process.
Thus, an examination of the extent to which housing and neighborhood
outcomes shift across generations in the current context constitutes a
direct test of the ability of today’s immigrants to assimilate socially and
economically.

Although the spatial assimilation process describes the experiences of
earlier waves of European immigrants, it is less well suited to describe
the residential experiences of later arrivals to the city, namely Southern-
born blacks and Puerto Ricans. The social, economic, and housing ex-
periences of these groups were complicated by racial prejudice among
individuals and community groups; racial discrimination by realtors,
landlords, and financial institutions; and local and federal policies and
programs that created a dual housing market—with one portion de-
voted to whites and the other to blacks and dark-skinned Latinos—
that continues today to fortify the high levels of racial segregation that
characterize New York City’s neighborhoods.20 As a result, African
Americans and Puerto Ricans encountered far greater and more perma-
nent obstacles than did European immigrants in their efforts to achieve
higher socioeconomic and housing status.

The intervention of these structural constraints has given rise to an
alternative theory of locational attainment, namely, place stratification
theory.21 As we describe more fully in chapter 1, this theory deviates
from spatial assimilation theory largely by emphasizing the role of
structural constraints in limiting the housing choices of those groups
most at risk of experiencing discrimination, that is, blacks and Latinos.
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Examining how race/ethnicity influences the locational attainment proc-
ess will provide insight into the extent to which certain immigrant
groups are permitted to assimilate residentially.22

While housing and neighborhood conditions can clearly serve as out-
comes of the process of socioeconomic mobility, they can also be con-
sidered as important inputs to the same process. Owning a home is the
most significant form of wealth accumulation for the majority of U.S.
households. As an asset that can be transferred to the next generation
or that can help underwrite other large expenses like college tuition,
homeownership plays a significant role in the perpetuation of inequali-
ties across class and racial lines.23 In addition, a growing amount of
research points to the importance of neighborhood-based resources in
predicting a host of social and economic outcomes, especially for, but
not limited to, children and youths.24

The role that neighborhoods can play in determining the current and
future well-being of families and children takes on greater significance
in light of the demonstrated link between residential segregation and
neighborhood quality.25 The quality and quantity of the kinds of place-
based resources that can help residents achieve social and economic suc-
cess are not available in equal amounts or equal quality in all areas.
Instead, potentially beneficial resources are more likely to be found in
more affluent and predominantly white neighborhoods than in poorer
and predominantly black neighborhoods.26 Thus, where you live plays a
significant role in determining your life chances, and who you are (as
indicated most significantly by race/ethnicity and, as we show, less so by
class) determines quite strongly where you live. By increasing the chance
that blacks and Hispanics reside in less salubrious housing and neigh-
borhoods than do comparable whites, the persistence of structural bar-
riers to housing choice may also raise the risk that the members of
these groups experience a pattern of downward socioeconomic mobility
across generations, one hypothesis proposed by segmented assimilation
theory.27

Segmented assimilation theory, more generally, argues that race/eth-
nicity influences the path of incorporation taken by immigrant groups,
by determining the “segment” of U.S. society into which immigrants are
to be integrated. For immigrants who are phenotypically black, incor-
poration means becoming part of black America, not simply America
per se,28 and thus encountering the same kinds of structural impedi-
ments to advancement that native-born blacks experience.29 This pros-
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pect is clearly recognized by Afro-Caribbean immigrants, who see re-
taining their ethnic identity as a way of avoiding a loss of status.30

Retaining an ethnic accent and other markers of ethnicity affords Afro-
Caribbeans better treatment by whites and thus opens doors to a variety
of opportunities that are not available to native-born blacks.31 Yet as
these immigrants’ descendants lose the cues that telegraph their ethnic
identity to others, they are increasingly perceived and treated as part of
the black American population, “with all of its associated disadvan-
tages.”32 As a result, segmented assimilation theory implies that for cer-
tain groups of immigrants, specifically those who are phenotypically
black, discrimination should increase and opportunities should diminish
as generation rises. Thus, our examination of how race/ethnicity shapes
generational differences in housing and neighborhood outcomes pro-
vides insight into the question of how race may differentially shape the
life chances and incorporation of various groups of immigrants, as well
as insight into the potential for the perpetuation of racial and ethnic
inequality or for its eventual demise.33

We use a unique data set created specifically for this project, one that
consists of observations of individual households and housing units
from the 1999 panel of the New York City Housing and Vacancy Sur-
vey (HVS) and a variety of characteristics about the neighborhoods in
which they live. One of the key features of this data set, in addition to
its ability to describe in depth the neighborhoods in which individual
households reside, is that the HVS contains data not only on the birth-
place of householders but also the birthplaces of householders’ mothers
and fathers (i.e., their parentage). The latter data item was last included
in the decennial census—the most frequently used data source for stud-
ies such as this—in 1970. As a result, we can identify more than two
generational groups and thus conduct a more direct and thorough test
of generational patterns of change than other researchers in the field
have been able to do.34

Our findings tell a very clear story about the continuing relevance of
assimilation as a process generating generational change, yet they also
tell a disturbing story about the continuing significance of black race as
a determinant of households’ access to opportunity. That is, we find
considerable evidence supporting the basic tenets of the spatial assimila-
tion model, in that for all groups, higher levels of income and education
and lower levels of need are related to higher levels of homeownership,
better-quality housing, and residence in neighborhoods possessing a
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variety of resources that can lead to social and economic success. How-
ever, households of African heritage and dark-skinned Latinos, whether
native-born or belonging to any of the immigrant generations we ex-
amine, occupy housing and neighborhoods of far lower quality than
do white households of comparable socioeconomic status. Thus, as the
place stratification theory suggests, our results demonstrate unequivo-
cally that black race continues to determine where households live
above and beyond the influence of socioeconomic status and thus re-
mains a salient predictor of households’ access to a range of resources
that have been shown to be important in influencing social and eco-
nomic mobility within and across generations.

While these findings point unmistakably to the persistence of institu-
tional forces, such as housing-market discrimination, that undergird
racial/ethnic inequalities, our most significant finding is that these forces
appear to create very different opportunities for immigrants to become
incorporated into American society. That is, we find, among black
households only, that housing and particularly neighborhood conditions
deteriorate in quality as generation rises, a finding that supports the
more pessimistic hypotheses of segmented assimilation theory. The find-
ing of a clear pattern of downward mobility underscores the unique
position of blacks in American society, by suggesting that, in their pur-
suit of incorporation, immigrants of visible black race encounter obsta-
cles that are sufficiently impermeable to ensure that they and their de-
scendants will be relegated to the lower tiers of the social order. Thus,
instead of doubting immigrants’ willingness to assimilate, Americans
need to recognize that there remain powerful forces that prevent certain
groups of immigrants from achieving social and economic success and
need to work to eliminate them once and for all.35

The significance of our findings raises the question of whether the
story we tell is uniquely about New York City or one that can be gener-
alized to other locations and the housing market as a whole. On the one
hand, we are confident that our findings with respect to the lower qual-
ity of blacks’ versus whites’ housing and neighborhood conditions is not
unique to New York; despite our omission of the suburban counties
that compose the rest of the New York region and the reigning notion
that suburbanization is a key phase in the spatial assimilation of racial/
ethnic and immigrant groups,36 research has demonstrated convincingly
that this pattern of spatial inequalities is similar in cities and in suburbs
and holds in a range of different metropolitan areas and regions of the
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country.37 In addition, Clark (2003) has demonstrated that although
entry to the middle class (measured by both income and homeowner-
ship) occurs at lower rates for most nonblack immigrants in the New
York region, the patterns evident for New York replicate those for other
large immigrant-receiving metros. Yet we recognize that by virtue of not
including observations of suburban households we are at risk of mis-
stating the “true” degree of difference between the housing and neigh-
borhood outcomes of immigrant and native-born households and be-
tween those of differing races and ethnicities.

The extent to which our results pertaining to the unique pattern of
generational decline in housing and neighborhood conditions for blacks
would be generalizable to areas outside New York is somewhat less pre-
dictable. That is, there are not many other places in the United States
that currently receive large inflows of black immigrants, let alone areas
with a long history of black immigration. While the racial/ethnic diver-
sity of New York’s newest arrivals, the city’s role as a historical desti-
nation for a variety of immigrants (including black Caribbean immi-
grants), and the racial/ethnic diversity of its native-born population
clearly make New York an ideal case for our study, there are other fea-
tures of the city that cause it to be unique and thus perhaps unrepresen-
tative of the rest of the country. For example, the level of segregation
between blacks and whites, both for the metropolitan area and the city,
remains very high. The Index of Dissimilarity (D), the most popular
measure of segregation, describes the extent to which two groups are
evenly distributed across space (e.g., a city or metro area). The value of
D ranges between 0 and 100 and indicates the percent of one of the two
groups that would have to move for the two distributions to achieve
parity. The value of D for the New York metro area in 2000 stood at
81.8,38 slightly lower than the city’s value at 83.9,39 meaning that more
than eight in ten blacks (or whites) in New York would have to move to
balance out the disparity in distribution. Using the widely accepted rule
of thumb that any D value in excess of 60 is high, it is clear that blacks
and whites in New York live in distinctly different neighborhoods
(which parallels our own findings of distinctly different levels of neigh-
borhood-based resources). Equally important, these levels have barely
changed since 1980, while the level of black-white segregation has
declined in most other areas in the nation. Thus, it is likely that the fac-
tors that contribute to the persistence of these high levels of residential
separation (among which is housing-market discrimination) make the
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prospects for incorporation among black immigrants bleaker in New
York than in areas where black-white segregation levels are lower or
have been declining.

However, when we look at other metros that also receive large num-
bers of black immigrants, for example, Washington, D.C., and Miami,
we again find very high levels of segregation (the 2000 value of D for
Washington is 62.7, and that for Miami is 72.4),40 suggesting that the
barriers to black immigrants’ housing-market incorporation are not lim-
ited to New York. Furthermore, the housing and neighborhood condi-
tions experienced by foreign-born blacks in metropolitan areas through-
out the nation are consistently superior in quality to those of native-
born blacks of comparable socioeconomic status, regardless of whether
they own or rent and whether they live in suburbs or central cities.41 By
eliminating the role of socioeconomic status, such findings provide addi-
tional evidence for the notion that our findings of generational decline
among blacks in New York may pertain to other locations. In other
words, if we were able to repeat our analyses using data for the nation
as a whole, we feel confident that the pattern of generational decline we
find among blacks in New York City would be repeated.

Organization of the Book

In chapter 1 of this book, we develop the theoretical frameworks that
guide our analysis. The discussion opens with the significance of hous-
ing and of spatial patterns as key social and economic indicators. The
discussion moves on to residential mobility theory to elaborate on the
process by which households come to live where they live and then
turns to assimilation, spatial assimilation, and place stratification theo-
ries to specify how race/ethnicity and nativity status influence the mobil-
ity process. To close out the chapter, we identify and discuss the hy-
potheses we test in later chapters.

In chapters 2 and 3 we place the study in its historical context by dis-
cussing the history of immigration, race/ethnicity, and housing in New
York City. The story that we tell in chapter 2 of the settlement patterns
of the European immigrants who arrived in New York after the mid-
nineteenth century provides the empirical data underlying the theoreti-
cal perspectives on spatial assimilation. In the course of the discussion
on immigrants and their housing situations, we also pay attention to the
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rise of the tenement reform movement, which had as its main goal the
alleviation of the housing problems of immigrants as a way to mitigate
the city’s growing social and economic problems. By discussing the ar-
rival and settlement patterns of Southern blacks and Puerto Ricans
(who began arriving shortly before the twentieth century) and the nu-
merous barriers to spatial assimilation encountered by nonwhites, we
highlight the historical events and processes that have given rise to place
stratification theory. Chapter 3 concludes the story by providing a dis-
cussion of immigration trends and housing policy since 1970, with spe-
cial attention paid to the patterns of settlement and their correlates
among four of the city’s largest immigrant groups: Dominicans, Soviet
Jews, Chinese, and Caribbean blacks.

Chapters 4 and 5 present, respectively, the results of our analyses fo-
cusing on immigrant-status housing inequalities and on differences in
the neighborhood conditions experienced by immigrant and native-born
households. For each set of analyses, we examine models that include
households of all races and ethnicities, and we incorporate variables
controlling for immigrant status and generation—foreign-born, 1.5 gen-
eration (i.e., born abroad but arrived as a child), second generation (i.e.,
parents born abroad, householder native-born), and native-born—to
test the fundamental tenets of the spatial assimilation theory. Although
we find much support for the idea that each succeeding generation
achieves increasingly better housing and neighborhood characteristics,
our analyses reveal a persistent racial and ethnic difference in housing
outcomes, with black and Latino households—regardless of nativity
and generation status—more likely to live in lower-quality housing and
disadvantaged neighborhoods than are whites (again, regardless of na-
tivity). These results indicate that the spatial assimilation theory does
not adequately explain the occurrence of housing and neighborhood
inequalities for African Americans and Latinos and point to the persis-
tence of racial discrimination in the housing market, a finding that
strongly supports the basic tenets of the place stratification theory. Be-
cause the influence of racial discrimination may impede the affected
groups’ abilities to become fully incorporated within American society,
in chapter 5 we estimate models for each racial/ethnic group to deter-
mine if, in fact, the patterns of housing and neighborhood outcomes
worsen, rather than improve, over the generations for those groups
most affected by discrimination—that is, blacks and Latinos—thereby
evaluating the argument proposed by segmented assimilation theory. We
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find substantial support for this argument in the results pertaining to
blacks in that we uncover a consistent pattern of declining housing and
neighborhood conditions as generation increases.

Chapter 6 summarizes our findings and addresses their policy implica-
tions. Although the patterns we uncover throughout our study are con-
sistent with the notion that housing-market discrimination stands as
the root cause, our data do not allow us to definitively make this argu-
ment. Indeed, part of the explanation for our findings may reflect the
influence that preferences have in driving housing choices. That is,
although a household may not prefer per se to live in a lower-quality
neighborhood, its preference for not being a minority pioneer in a pre-
dominantly or all-white neighborhood may overwhelm its preference for
higher-quality place-based resources; as a result, such a household may
opt for a diverse neighborhood of somewhat lower quality. Thus, our
policy implications reflect the complexity of the presumed causes. We
argue that fair-housing laws should be strengthened, but clearly this
will not be the cure-all for the kinds of inequalities our study reveals.
Added to the strengthening of fair-housing laws should be parallel efforts
to enhance the resources available in New York’s neighborhoods and
to eliminate the inequalities that differentially expose certain groups to
restricted opportunities for social and economic advancement.
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Movin’ on Up
Understanding Locational Attainment

Throughout U.S. history, there has been concern about the
ability and willingness of new immigrants to become incorporated into
“mainstream” American society. In the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, observers worried that the newcomers, whether they hailed
from Ireland, Italy, Russia, or some other foreign country, were either
too handicapped by what was perceived as their inferior abilities to con-
tribute to, or participate in, American society, or that they were merely
too different and thus would never be able to assimilate. In the twenti-
eth century, the descendants of those immigrant groups initially believed
to be inassimilable achieved what was thought unachievable; over the
course of time and generations, members of these groups acquired
higher levels of education, got increasingly better jobs, earned ever ris-
ing incomes, moved to the suburbs, and became essentially indistin-
guishable from other white Americans.1 Now, many descendants of
these earlier waves of immigrants look with pride on the courage dis-
played by their ancestors to come to a new country to make a better life
for themselves and their families, while arguing that the current waves
of immigrants are unfit to make it in America and in fact are the cause
of many of society’s problems.2

What few of these individuals may recognize is that it may, in fact, be
the structure of American society that limits the opportunities for incor-
poration for many of today’s immigrants, rather than their own lack of
motivation or the seemingly inferior attributes they arrive with.3 Given
the persistence of racial stratification in American society, and the range
of inequalities this system creates, many of today’s immigrants—who
are no longer predominantly white—may encounter more impediments
to their incorporation into American society than did the earlier waves
of European immigrants. Although many earlier groups encountered

1
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prejudice and discrimination, because they were racially white in a le-
gal sense and actively distanced themselves from African Americans
through such means as occupational and residential segregation,4 their
perceived race progressively “whitened.”5 As a result, prejudicial atti-
tudes and discriminatory actions diminished over time, until they all
but entirely disappeared, clearing the way for complete integration into
American society.

The same cannot be said of the experiences of nonwhites, particu-
larly African Americans. One has only to refer to the history of resi-
dential segregation to see this. The white ethnic neighborhoods of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries served as temporary spatial
arrangements for new immigrants to the city, but the black ghetto—
formed out of prejudice and discrimination—has proved far more per-
manent, especially in those cities, like New York, that have served as
major destinations for the Southern blacks who began moving north at
the end of the nineteenth century. The early white ethnic enclaves, rela-
tively small and ethnically heterogeneous, never housed the majority of
any one ethnic group. In contrast, in many cities, black areas are geo-
graphically extensive, racially homogeneous, and home to the majority
of the area’s African Americans.6 Given the continuing salience of racial
stratification in American society, some new immigrants may find their
prospects for full incorporation limited and thus may not achieve the
kind of continuous upward mobility associated with the experiences of
the earlier waves of European immigrants.7

In this chapter we describe the theoretical approaches that guide our
study. Our analyses in later chapters tell a story of the relative successes
and failures that different groups, defined by their generational status
and their race/ethnicity, have experienced in locating themselves in the
residential hierarchy. We begin this chapter with context, by discussing
the importance of housing and neighborhoods for socioeconomic mo-
bility, and then examine the factors that have created and maintained
high levels of residential segregation by race. We then show how these
factors—including housing-market discrimination—have weakened the
use of housing status as a marker for socioeconomic success among
blacks and nonwhite Latinos, while enhancing the role of housing as a
force promoting racial/ethnic inequality.

The process of acquiring housing is essentially one of moving, and so
we then turn to a discussion of the theoretical frameworks surrounding
the question of how households come to live where they live. We begin
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with traditional residential mobility theory to provide a foundation for
the three theoretical models—spatial assimilation, place stratification,
and segmented assimilation—that frame our analyses. The spatial as-
similation model draws directly from traditional models of residential
mobility by focusing on individual-level attainments, like education and
income, as the primary determinants of residential mobility and its out-
comes. As such, it parallels arguments that attribute patterns of racial
residential segregation to group differences in economic status.8 Place
stratification theory is also explicitly a model of residential mobility,
but it recognizes the persistence of structural barriers and their effects
on minorities’ housing choices, integrating these macrolevel factors into
more traditional conceptualizations that see spatial assimilation as pure-
ly an individual-level process. These two models provide the framework
for studies of racial/ethnic and immigrant-status residential outcomes, a
body of literature to which our study contributes.

Our study differs from others in the area by using segmented assimi-
lation theory to explain generational patterns in residential attainments.
This model is not typically applied to residential mobility processes but
instead has been largely used to explain generational patterns of ado-
lescent behaviors and achievements that diverge from the standard
“straight-line” upward progression often associated with general assim-
ilation theory. However, the link between residential mobility and varia-
tion in generational patterns of adaptation is not completely absent; one
of the factors argued to cause some groups of immigrant and second-
generation youths—particularly those of African and Hispanic ancestry
—to exhibit adverse patterns of adaptation is the persistence of hous-
ing-market discrimination, which concentrates these youths in disad-
vantaged inner-city neighborhoods lacking the kinds of resources (such
as well-performing schools, numerous job opportunities and role mod-
els of economic activity, and safe and healthy environments) that help to
ensure social and economic success in adulthood.9 Furthermore, the the-
ory argues that in such areas, immigrant and second-generation youths
are exposed to, and often adopt, adversarial attitudes and behaviors
that help to derail their educational and occupational success.10 As a
result, the potential for segmented assimilation derives from the same
forces identified by place stratification theory, forging a key bond be-
tween the theoretical perspectives.

The differential concentration of certain immigrant groups in disad-
vantaged neighborhoods may help to account for racial/ethnic variation
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in adjustment among members of the second generation. Yet the ele-
ment of segmented assimilation theory that speaks more clearly and
forcibly to the potential for longer-range generational patterns of de-
cline is its argument that for groups whose incorporation fates lie
among disadvantaged native-born minorities, the link between becom-
ing American and upward mobility is broken. Instead, becoming Amer-
ican entails a significant risk of downward mobility.11 Underlying this
risk is the preferential treatment from whites that foreign-born blacks
receive relative to native-born blacks,12 affording them wider access to
jobs and housing. As markers of ethnicity and nativity status—such as
accents and other obvious cues—weaken and eventually disappear over
generations, structural barriers to housing opportunities strengthen,
progressively restricting the choices of higher-generation households to
less-adequate housing and less-advantaged neighborhood environments.
Thus, for immigrants of African ancestry, incorporation within black
America entails increasing experience with structural constraints on
their housing choices, resulting in a steady pattern of generational de-
cline in housing and neighborhood conditions.

The Social and Economic Significance of
Residential Location

We begin by delineating the fundamental role played by housing in de-
termining the social and economic well-being of families in the United
States. The term “housing” in this sense encompasses not only the phys-
ical attributes of individual dwelling units, such as their size, structural
adequacy, and overall level of maintenance, but their locational attrib-
utes as well.13 Dwelling units are physically, and thus permanently, situ-
ated in neighborhoods. By virtue of living in a particular dwelling unit,
a family or a household has access to, and can take advantage of, the
full range of potentially beneficial resources that are spatially situated in
the neighborhood. By the same token, families and households are also
exposed to any undesirable conditions that may prevail in the area.14

Thus, when we consider how families and households are housed, we
must examine not only the attributes of the dwelling units in which they
live but also the character of the surrounding area—the resources and
disamenities physically situated in the neighborhood. Such neighbor-
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hood characteristics may include social factors (such as the neighbor-
hood’s socioeconomic status, crime level, school quality, and access to
employment opportunities) as well as physical features, including the
presence of boarded-up and abandoned buildings, vacant and trash-
strewn lots, and the presence/absence and quality of local services and
commercial establishments.

The social and economic significance of the housing status of families
and households can be viewed through two lenses. Through the first
lens, a family’s housing status can be viewed as an outcome of the proc-
ess of socioeconomic mobility; the kind of housing a family occupies is
the most visible outward sign of that family’s position in the social and
economic hierarchy.15 This function of housing is widely understood.
Not only is owning a home an integral part of the “American dream,”16

but people also consider their homes to be indicators of how well they
have done socially and economically. Indeed, practically all Americans
recognize the hierarchy of housing types and neighborhoods and know
that this housing hierarchy largely parallels the social-class hierarchy.
That is, it is clear to most observers that a family living in a large single-
family home on a spacious lot in a leafy and well-appointed suburb
occupies a higher position in the social-class hierarchy than does a fam-
ily living in a cramped apartment in a dilapidated tenement in a deterio-
rating inner-city neighborhood. Moreover, if the inner-city family moves
to a house in a higher-quality suburban neighborhood, most observers
would immediately understand that this move likely resulted from an
improvement in the family’s socioeconomic status. Thus, locational at-
tainment,17 or the process of translating social and economic attributes
into residence in housing units and neighborhoods that are of equiva-
lent status, is a fundamental component of the broader process of socio-
economic mobility in the United States.

The second lens through which the social and economic significance
of housing is viewed sees housing as an input to the socioeconomic
mobility process. That is, not only does housing reflect a family’s or a
household’s current position in society, but it also influences if, and how
far, individuals can move up the ladder. This power of housing is re-
flected in both the short- and long-term economic benefits of owned
housing. In the short term, households who own their homes may have
stable housing costs and can deduct the interest paid on their mort-
gages from their taxes. These types of short-term benefits may provide
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homeowners with more disposable income, some of which they may
save, invest, or spend on activities or goods that can enhance their own
market skills or the future skills of their children (i.e., private schools
and/or extracurricular activities such as summer camps, dance classes,
and music lessons). In the long term, an owned home acts as an impor-
tant financial asset that can be bequeathed to children or that can be
borrowed against for some other large expenditure, such as college
tuition. Thus, owned housing can be a key tool in enhancing a family’s
current social-class standing or in promoting the upward socioeconomic
mobility of the next and succeeding generations.18

In addition to these wealth-generating functions of owned housing,
there is also evidence of a link between housing quality and physical
and mental health.19 In the case of children, beyond the widely known
link between exposure to lead paint and lowered cognitive develop-
ment, researchers have identified a relationship between receiving hous-
ing subsidies and improved nutritional status in clinical samples of low-
income children.20 Given the links between children’s nutritional status,
health, and development, such evidence suggests that providing housing
assistance to poor families may help to improve children’s chances for
success. Housing quality has also been linked to asthma, a leading cause
of absence from school and work.21 In addition, there is some evidence
that homeownership is linked to improved cognitive skills and reduced
behavioral problems in children,22 although the positive influence of
homeownership may be limited to low-income children.23

There is also a growing amount of evidence concerning the role of
neighborhood conditions in influencing individuals’ life chances. Neigh-
borhoods vary greatly in the type and amount of resources they contain.
Some are well stocked with resources that may enhance the chance for
social and economic success, such as high-quality schools and numerous
job opportunities. Others, however, contain disamenities, such as high
crime rates and widespread poverty, that have the potential to derail
their residents’ attempts to finish school, get good jobs, and achieve
other forms of upward mobility. In particular, residence in highly dis-
advantaged neighborhoods has been shown to be associated with low-
ered cognitive development for children and with teenagers’ fertility,
delinquency, and high-school dropout.24 In addition, low neighborhood
quality can adversely affect residents’ physical and mental health,25

which in turn can diminish residents’ economic productivity. One hy-
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pothesized mechanism linking neighborhood quality to both health and
cognitive outcomes involves the way in which the body reacts to stress.
In short, when confronted by a stressful situation, the body releases a
number of hormones that enhance the chance of surviving or overcom-
ing the immediate, short-term threat. Chronic exposure to stress—as
can occur by living in a violent neighborhood or in one characterized by
a high degree of disorder—can overload the system with these hor-
mones, which in turn is linked to a number of adverse consequences
(e.g., an increased risk of hypertension and inflammatory disorders, and
reduced cognitive functioning).26 The evidence accumulated thus far on
the linkage between neighborhood quality and a range of outcomes in-
dicates quite strongly that where one lives can significantly affect where
one ends up in life.27

Thus, housing is simultaneously a reflection of socioeconomic status
as well as a determinant of future life chances. In particular, the place-
based resources to which people have regular and easy access can pro-
mote or impede their potential to achieve upward mobility. The role
that neighborhood conditions play in determining people’s life chances
takes on added significance in light of the connection between the
degree of segregation and the quality of neighborhood resources. It is
widely recognized that the kinds of place-based resources that can en-
hance the chance of social and economic success are not evenly distrib-
uted across space, but are more plentiful and of higher quality in more-
affluent and predominantly white neighborhoods than in poorer and
racially/ethnically mixed or segregated neighborhoods.28 Furthermore,
these spatial inequalities are intricately interwoven with the practices
and policies that have created and maintained patterns of racial/ethnic
segregation29 and that continue to constrain the housing choices of
members of certain groups, particularly African Americans and Latinos,
to residences in underresourced areas. In so doing, the forces maintain-
ing segregation ensure that the members of these groups are dispropor-
tionately exposed to potentially deleterious conditions and thereby help
to maintain patterns of racial/ethnic inequality. Thus, while it is clear
that where you live can influence how far in life you may be able to go,
what sometimes gets overlooked is that who you are can influence quite
strongly where you live. In short, any discussion of housing and neigh-
borhoods must focus on the role of segregation in influencing not only
where households live but also the quality of those environments.
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Racial/Ethnic Segregation and the
Geography of Opportunity

African Americans are more highly segregated from whites than are
either Hispanics or Asians.30 Black segregation levels have been de-
clining slowly since about 1970, but they remain in the range of values
considered high, especially in those cities that were the primary destina-
tions of Southern black migrants. For example, the Census Bureau con-
structed a time series of segregation indices for metropolitan areas from
1980 to 2000 and found that, for New York, the index of dissimilarity
between non-Hispanic whites and non-Hispanic blacks remained
unchanged over the period at 82, out of a possible score of 100.31 What
this value means is that 82 percent of either whites or blacks would
have to change locations in the metropolitan area to achieve an even
distribution by race.32 To place this value into further perspective,
researchers use a value of 60 or more on the index of dissimilarity to
denote a high level of segregation; thus, the level of segregation in New
York is closer to perfect segregation (where blacks and whites would
share no neighborhoods, indicated by a value of 100 on the index of
dissimilarity) than to the lower bound of the “high” range. Further-
more, in 2000, the level of black-white segregation in the New York
area ranked third among the fifty metros examined by researchers at the
Lewis Mumford Center at SUNY-Albany, and New York was the only
metro area that did not exhibit any decline at all in black-white segrega-
tion between 1980 and 2000.33

Three explanations have been advanced to explain the persistence of
high levels of black-white segregation.34 The first suggests that racial
segregation persists because of differences in the economic status of
whites and blacks. As this explanation goes, because the average black
household commands fewer socioeconomic resources (such as income
and education) than does the typical white household, black households
on average cannot afford to live in the same kinds of neighborhoods
that white households can afford to occupy.35 There is, however, little
evidence to support this argument. In particular, the level of black-white
segregation does not vary much across levels of socioeconomic status
and in fact remains in the extreme range in all categories of education,
income, or occupational status.36 If the “economic differences” argu-
ment were to explain high levels of black segregation, these levels would
disappear or decline precipitously when the spatial patterns of African
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Americans and whites of the same socioeconomic status are compared.
Although Richard Alba and his colleagues have shown that middle-class
and affluent blacks live in more affluent and whiter neighborhoods than
do poorer blacks, their neighborhoods remain less well-off and more
racially segregated than those occupied by socioeconomically similar
whites.37

The second explanation for continuing high levels of racial segrega-
tion focuses on the varying preferences held by blacks and whites for
neighborhoods of different racial compositions. The general form of
this argument places the blame on an assumed preference among Afri-
can Americans to live with “their own kind,”38 yet the wealth of survey
evidence shows that blacks are most likely to prefer neighborhoods in
which blacks and whites are approximately evenly represented. In con-
trast, white respondents report discomfort in and a desire to leave
neighborhoods with even a few black residents.39 Similar patterns ap-
pear to hold in New York City. A 1987 New York Times poll revealed
that almost three-fourths of black respondents would prefer a neighbor-
hood where whites and blacks are about evenly represented, compared
to just over one-third of white respondents.40 Thus, the kinds of neigh-
borhoods preferred by blacks contain a higher degree of diversity than
the average white can tolerate, suggesting that varying preferences do,
in fact, contribute toward maintaining the spatial distance separating
whites and blacks. However, instead of benign preferences for living
among similar neighbors, the evidence shows that it is intolerance for
black neighbors that is more firmly at the root of continued patterns of
segregation.41

The third explanation focuses on the intersection of whites’ prefer-
ences for not living among minority, and especially black, neighbors and
structural factors, such as discrimination in the housing market on the
part of realtors and mortgage lenders (among others) against blacks.
Proponents of this perspective argue that residential segregation is built
on whites’ prejudices against and stereotypes about minorities. Because
of these prejudices and stereotypes, whites avoid living among minori-
ties and encourage institutional actors, such as real-estate agents and
others in the housing market, to engage in discriminatory behavior with
the end goal being the separation of whites from blacks.42 This perspec-
tive is strongly supported by historical and contemporary evidence. In-
deed, research has unequivocally demonstrated that the segregation of
African Americans has its roots in deliberate actions on the part of a
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wide range of actors, including the federal government, financial institu-
tions (such as mortgage lenders), individual housing-market actors
(real-estate agents, landlords), and neighbors.43 The cumulative result of
these actions is a dual housing market that has historically confined Af-
rican Americans’ housing choices to neighborhoods that are more ethni-
cally diverse, less prosperous, and of lower quality than those available
to whites.44 In other words, not only do whites and African Americans
by and large live in separate communities, but those to which African
Americans have access also have, on average, fewer of the resources
that facilitate social and economic success. Thus, for African Ameri-
cans, the link between socioeconomic status and housing status has not
been as strong as it has been for whites; as a group, African Americans
are less able than whites to “cash in” their hard-earned gains in income,
education, and occupational status for homes in better neighborhoods.
This weaker link between socioeconomic status and housing means
that middle-class black neighborhoods are often contiguous with low-
income black neighborhoods, causing their residents to be exposed to
the same neighborhood problems endured by their poorer neighbors.45

Because racial segregation, and the dual housing market that undergirds
it, has historically been imposed on African Americans, it limits their
access to many of the amenities conducive to upward mobility and thus
helps to maintain racial inequality.

In contrast to the experience of African Americans, levels of Hispanic
and Asian segregation from whites are more moderate than levels of
black segregation. In the New York metropolitan area in 2000, the level
of Hispanic-white segregation stood at 67, and the level of Asian-white
segregation stood at 51.46 Most observers argue that the contemporary
segregation of Asians and, to a lesser degree, Hispanics stems largely
from voluntary reasons associated with immigration. Of particular im-
portance here is “chain migration,” or the process whereby new arrivals
go where earlier arrivals—friends, family members, or other coethnics—
have already settled, thereby forming an ethnic or immigrant enclave.
This kind of voluntary or choice-based segregation may prove beneficial
for both the individual and the group. For example, the individual may
derive emotional and economic benefits by choosing to remain within
the ethnic community to maintain cultural or linguistic ties or to take
advantage of services or opportunities produced only within the ethnic
economy. Similarly, the immigrant enclave provides an environment that
eases the process of transition for newly arrived immigrants by being
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supportive of their cultural identity while they gradually adapt to the
attitudes, behaviors, and institutions of the host society. Clustered en-
claves of sufficient scale may also give rise to group benefits like indige-
nous economic resources, community organizations sensitive to local
needs, and political strength expressed in the form of elected represen-
tatives.

The importance of voluntary factors in producing lower levels of
Asian and Hispanic than black segregation from whites is also illus-
trated in the greater declines in segregation levels associated with in-
creases in socioeconomic status for the two former groups. In each case,
the decline in segregation associated with a rise in education is steeper
for Asians and Hispanics than for blacks. Such differences suggest that
more-affluent Asians and Hispanics are more successful than compara-
ble African Americans in gaining access to the neighborhoods where
similarly affluent whites reside,47 an advantage empirically documented
by a number of studies.48

At least part of this difference between blacks, Hispanics, and Asians
lies in the fact that levels of segregation from whites are not fully deter-
mined by the actions or preferences of the minority group alone but are
also determined by the willingness of whites to co-reside with minority-
group members. Research on the residential preferences of whites sug-
gests that Asians and Hispanics enjoy greater access to white neigh-
borhoods than do African Americans by virtue of being preferred as
potential neighbors. In particular, whites are least averse to sharing their
neighborhoods with Asians among all minority groups and are less
averse to living near Hispanics than near blacks.49 These varying pref-
erences on the part of whites point to a racial hierarchy of access to
white neighborhoods, such that Asians have the broadest access to
white neighborhoods and African Americans have the most limited ac-
cess, with the access of Hispanics falling in between. These differentials
clearly contribute to the varying levels of Asian, Hispanic, and black
segregation from whites.50

The main exception to the general rules concerning the causes of His-
panic segregation relates to the experiences of Puerto Ricans and non-
white Hispanics more generally. These groups typically exhibit spatial
patterns similar to those of African Americans, namely, high levels of
segregation from non-Hispanic whites.51 In addition, the finding that
nonwhite Hispanics are also segregated from white Hispanics provides
further evidence suggesting that the root causes of nonwhite Hispanics’
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spatial patterns lie in the same kind of housing-market barriers experi-
enced by African Americans.52 Many observers have voiced concern
that the influx of immigrants of black racial heritage (e.g., Afro-Carib-
beans and Dominicans) may mean that these new arrivals will also
encounter involuntary constraints on their housing choices, resulting in
their concentration in low-quality neighborhoods offering few avenues
for advancement. Mary Waters’s research on West Indian immigrants in
New York City demonstrates that this concern is well founded. Among
the West Indian immigrants she interviewed, most were appalled by the
poverty, crime, and physical deterioration plaguing the mostly black
neighborhoods they found themselves living in by virtue of moving in
with the friends and relatives already in New York City.53 Moreover,
research has shown that Hispanics who report themselves to be of black
race reside in neighborhoods that are less affluent and have a higher
concentration of African Americans than those in which white Hispan-
ics live.54 Such findings unequivocally underscore the penalty associated
with having black skin.55

Thus, while housing is at once a reflection and a determinant of the
social and economic well-being of families and households in the United
States, these functions clearly vary for different racial and ethnic groups
by virtue of the stratification system that offers greater opportunities to
some groups and constrains the choices of others. The implications of
this system of inequality for the locational attainment of members of
different groups emerges more clearly when we consider how the persis-
tence of housing-market barriers—the expression of the dual housing
market—differentially influences how households of different race/eth-
nicity and immigrant generation search for housing. To this end we now
shift attention to the theoretical models that describe the residential
mobility process.

Residential Mobility

Traditional models of residential mobility have conceptualized the proc-
ess of moving from one residence to another as consisting of two stages:
the decision to move and the choice of where to move. The separation
of these two stages is useful, especially when examining how members
of different racial and ethnic groups may come to occupy dwellings and
neighborhoods of very different quality. That is, conceptually, the im-
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portance of race/ethnicity as a determinant of housing status may be
greater in shaping households’ choices of where to move than in shap-
ing their decisions to move, since it is when households have direct
contact with housing-market actors that their ascribed characteristics
become salient determinants of their residential options.

The Decision to Move

Why do people move? In general, the decision to move has been
viewed as a reaction to a perceived imbalance between what housing
amenities the household needs or prefers (such as space) and the attrib-
utes provided by the current dwelling unit (e.g., the number and size of
rooms). Moving is thus seen as a way to relieve the “stress” or “dissat-
isfaction” experienced by the household in this situation.56 The imbal-
ance or mismatch between household needs or preferences on the one
hand and the current unit’s attributes on the other may arise from
changes in the family life cycle, changes in available resources or the
costs associated with living in the current unit, or preferences for a cer-
tain lifestyle, as would be the case for upwardly mobile households.
Once the household reaches the threshold of dissatisfaction, traditional
models of residential mobility argue that the household begins to eval-
uate alternative units that are available for occupancy and that fall
within its budget. The simplest version of such models posits that once
the household locates an alternative unit that better suits its needs and
budget, it will relocate to that unit. Should the household fail to find a
better alternative, however, it may decide not to move. Traditional mod-
els of residential mobility, then, are largely guided by assumptions im-
plicit in a “rational choice” framework.

The needs and preferences that influence the decision to move are
typically associated with household life cycle and demographic charac-
teristics, including household composition and the age and marital sta-
tus of the householder. For example, of all age groups, young adults are
most likely to move, as they experience important life-cycle changes—
such as college attendance, marriage, or the start of a new career—that
may require relocation to a new city or region. Childless couples may be
more likely to change residence than are couples with children, since the
former will have fewer ties to their current location, such as the bonds
that children establish with neighborhood friends and schoolmates.57

However, having a first or an additional child—and thus increasing the
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size of the family—may compel a household to move to acquire addi-
tional space. Finally, single parents and widowed or divorced persons
may be more likely to move than are married couples because of eco-
nomic problems or the disruption associated with the breakup of a
marriage.58

Other household characteristics may also influence the decision to
move. Such factors may include length of residence in the current dwell-
ing unit, socioeconomic status, and tenure status (whether the house-
hold owns or rents its current dwelling). Longer residence in a dwelling
unit is associated with a higher degree of attachment to and stronger
bonds with neighbors and neighborhood institutions. By increasing the
psychic costs of moving, longer residence in a given dwelling may de-
press the chance of moving; the psychic costs of breaking important
bonds and leaving social networks may outweigh the costs associated
with any other unmet housing needs. More-affluent households, when
compared to poorer households, have a broader range of homes they
can afford and are in a better economic position to purchase new
homes; these advantages suggest that the higher the household’s socio-
economic status, the greater the chance of moving.59

Owning a home is associated with a reduced chance of moving. Part
of this relationship may be due to the greater economic investments that
owners (relative to renters) have made in their units. This relationship
may also reflect the greater flexibility that owners have to alter their
current units to match newly emergent needs or preferences, such as
adding a room to accommodate a need for more space. Clearly, most
renters do not have the same options in this regard and thus more often
have to move to a different dwelling to satisfy an unmet need or prefer-
ence. The greater latitude of owners to modify their housing units to
suit their individual tastes also suggests that they may have deeper emo-
tional or psychic attachments to their homes than do renters, which can
also depress the motivation to move.60

It is clear, then, that traditional models of residential mobility have
emphasized the role of household and housing-unit characteristics in
determining the decision to move; they thus conceptualize the process as
occurring only as a result of individual-level factors. In so doing, such
models have paid less attention to the potential role of neighborhood
amenities or of features of a larger geographic entity such as the city/
town or metropolitan area. Recent research has begun to fill this gap by
examining “contextual” influences on the probability of moving. In this
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sense, the context referred to consists of the features of the neighbor-
hood, city/town, or metropolitan area in which the household lives.
This more-inclusive view of the determinants of residential mobility is
consistent with the notion that the conditions in the surrounding areas
are part of the “bundle” of housing characteristics that households
evaluate.61

Researchers in this area have conceptualized contextual influences as
consisting of both objective and subjective features of the area and as
both “push” and “pull” influences on the decision to move. Objective
characteristics consist of aggregate-level neighborhood features mea-
sured by a data source independent of that providing the individual-
level observations of movers and stayers, such as the decennial census.
Examples include the racial/ethnic mix of the neighborhood, its social-
class composition, and the proportion of owner-occupied dwellings.
Other objective neighborhood characteristics might originate in admin-
istrative data sources, including the rate of crime in the area and the
percentage of students in the local school performing at or above grade
level in math or English. In contrast, subjective features of neighbor-
hoods typically consist of opinions or perceptions of the conditions pre-
vailing in the neighborhood as expressed by the householder and would
therefore derive from the same survey instrument that is collecting the
information on residential mobility. Examples of subjective features
may include the householder’s perception of danger, of the quality of
public services, and of the physical upkeep of the area.

Objective and subjective features of the area can act as both “push”
and “pull” factors on the household’s decision to move. An example of
a push factor might be the case in which householders develop a nega-
tive opinion about the area, which increases their dissatisfaction with
their current situation and thus pushes them to seek residence in some
other neighborhood perceived as being free of the particular problem.
An example of a pull factor might be the case of a family with children
living in an area with an underperforming school. Valuing their chil-
dren’s educational opportunities, the family hears of a vacant house in
an area with a superior school and decides to move there to invest in
their children’s future. Another example of how contextual factors may
act as pull factors is a high vacancy rate in a metropolitan area, which
can encourage a high degree of residential mobility among metro resi-
dents by providing an abundant supply of available dwelling units.62

However, the residential mobility process may not be as straightfor-
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ward and rational as traditional theoretical approaches describe. On the
one hand, there are often situations when individuals move without
having ever planned to do so.63 Such unplanned and hasty mobility has
been shown to be especially prevalent among the urban poor and
among African Americans, who are often the victims in the war over
“exchange values.”64 These vulnerable groups are sometimes forced out
of their homes because their neighborhoods become the sites for rede-
velopment and renewal. These same groups are at risk of moving with-
out prior plans to move because they are unable to pay their rising rents
and thus are evicted.65

However, there are also situations where, despite strong expectations
for a move in the near future, households are unable to actuate the
moves they expect to make. For example, Greg Duncan and Sandra
Newman’s study of mobility among families participating in the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) shows that over a three-year period,
fewer than half of those who expected to move actually did so and
that the likelihood of not moving was higher for the elderly, blacks,
and poor and female-headed households.66 Similarly, blacks have been
shown to be significantly less able than whites to realize their plans for
moving to a new home67 and are far less likely than whites to move
from urban, poor, and racially segregated areas to areas that are located
in the suburbs, more affluent, and less diverse.68 Nonpoor blacks are
also no more likely than are poor blacks to escape poor neighborhoods,
despite their higher levels of income.69 When taken together, these find-
ings suggest that blacks do not have access to the full range of housing
and neighborhood options from which whites choose when searching
for a new home. These apparent constraints on blacks’ housing choices
likely derive from the kinds of discriminatory actions that have been
uncovered by housing-market audits and that help to perpetuate pat-
terns of racial residential segregation.70 By creating one pool of hous-
ing options for blacks and another for whites—the essence of the dual
housing market—these actions interfere with blacks’ choices of where
to move, the second stage in the residential mobility process.

The Choice of Where to Move

Once a household has decided to move, what factors influence its
choice of where to move? Traditional perspectives on residential mobil-
ity suggest that a household searches for available alternative housing
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units that feature a given set of attributes, evaluates their suitability, and
ultimately selects that dwelling unit which best suits the household’s
needs, preferences, and budget. Thus, the same factors that precipitate a
move in the first place—household needs or preferences, budgets, and
housing characteristics—may play a primary role in determining the
kinds of alternative housing units considered by a given household.

A household’s needs, preferences, and purchasing power help to iden-
tify the kinds of units it considers, but the actual pool of units it identi-
fies is shaped by other factors, including the household’s awareness of
and knowledge about available vacancies. This knowledge may depend
on a number of factors, including the household’s own familiarity with
different neighborhoods; leads on available units provided by friends,
family, and co-workers; and information from newspaper advertise-
ments and formal contacts, such as real-estate agents. For example, a
household that is familiar with a certain area will be aware of vacancies
as they open and also whether it can afford to live there. Others with
whom the household maintains close relationships—especially those
who live in different neighborhoods—may be particularly good sources
of information about available vacancies, since they will be familiar
with the household’s needs or preferences and budget constraints. Fi-
nally, real-estate agents and newspaper ads are primary sources of infor-
mation on available housing in a variety of locations and in theory are
available to anyone seeking them out.

Although this set of factors shaping the pool of units known to the
household may appear to operate independently of race/ethnicity, it
is instead quite likely that these characteristics directly influence the
amount and content of information available to different households.
There are a number of ways in which this can occur. For example, the
extent to which members of different groups come into contact and
establish intimate relationships by socializing at work or in other set-
tings may influence the readiness with which they share information
about available housing in their neighborhoods. However, because so-
cial networks are often bounded by race/ethnicity or by nativity status
or by both, the amount of information transferred between groups in
this way may be limited. Indeed, Maria Krysan finds racial differences
in familiarity with the communities included in the interviews con-
ducted for the Multi-City Survey of Urban Inequality (MCSUI), such
that whites were less familiar than blacks with communities with a sig-
nificant black population, and blacks were less familiar with certain
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suburban communities.71 By paralleling patterns of segregation, these
differences in community recognition could affect housing searches in
ways that would ultimately strengthen patterns of segregation.

A second way that race/ethnicity could affect the information avail-
able to households is if vacancies in certain neighborhoods are selec-
tively advertised in newspapers catering to specific audiences, discreetly
advertised by word of mouth, or posted on signs seen only by persons
already present in the neighborhood. Through this kind of selective
advertising, some vacancies are made known to certain audiences while
others are not. Should these forms of information transferral be con-
ducted in a foreign language, then the targeted audience is even more
circumscribed. Thus, the boundaries of social networks and social
groups may retain information on housing opportunities within the
group, preventing out-group members from learning of them.

Another, and perhaps more potent, way in which a household’s race/
ethnicity can influence its access to information on available housing is
through the operation of housing-market discrimination. That is, land-
lords and real-estate agents may selectively provide or withhold infor-
mation from a given household, directly limiting the number and type
of vacancies made known to different households. Such methods of
“selective recruitment”72 have been described in case studies of various
white ethnic neighborhoods in New York City.73

Although overt discrimination by real-estate actors was declared ille-
gal by the 1968 Fair Housing Act, the wealth of housing-market-audit
research has documented that covert forms of discrimination continue
to flourish. In a housing-market audit, a pair of “testers,” one white
and one a minority-group member, approaches a real-estate agent about
a specific unit, typically one that was advertised in a newspaper. The
testers are provided with the same “cover story,” namely, they assume
the same set of socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. By
equalizing their economic, social, and family characteristics, any differ-
ences in the treatment they receive from the realtor can be attributed to
the characteristic on which they differ, that is, their race/ethnicity.

The vast literature on housing-market audits demonstrates that black
and Hispanic home seekers receive less-adequate treatment than compa-
rable white home seekers, including being told about and shown fewer
vacancies, receiving less information about and help with financing
options, and so on. Audit data from the 2000 Housing Discrimination
Study (HDS) reveal that about one-fifth of black renters and home buy-
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ers in the nation encountered consistently adverse treatment, relative to
that received by their white audit partners, as did 17 percent of His-
panic renters and 33 percent of Hispanic buyers.74 Estimates produced
for the New York metropolitan area are about equivalent for renters
but are higher for black and Hispanic home buyers.75 Although the
overall estimates in the 2000 HDS suggest that the incidence of consis-
tently adverse treatment of blacks and Hispanics has fallen since 1989,
when the last HDS was fielded,76 potential black owners appear to ex-
perience a higher incidence of steering away from predominantly white
neighborhoods.77 Perhaps more important, the overall findings from the
2000 HDS indicate that the housing searches of black and Hispanic
households continue to be hampered by obstructive treatment on the
part of realtors. Local investigators have found evidence of discrimina-
tion by brokers in New York City.78

One important consequence of such differences in the amount and
type of information made available to different racial and ethnic groups
is that the destinations chosen by relocating households will also differ
by race/ethnicity, thereby perpetuating patterns of racial/ethnic segre-
gation. This is particularly likely when steering occurs. A second con-
sequence of these various constraints is that the optimal package of
housing attributes sought by a given household may not be represented
among the array of choices known to that household.79

A household that has not been able to find an alternative dwelling
unit that is a better match to its needs or preferences than its current
unit may, as a result, decide to postpone the move and stay in place. For
example, blacks are far less likely than whites to undertake their ex-
pected moves, a differential attributed to the impact of structural con-
straints on blacks’ housing choices.80 Another possible decision for a
household in this situation would be to settle for a new dwelling unit
that represents a less-than-perfect match to its needs and preferences.
In other words, a household may emerge from the search process “ill
housed” because its housing choices were limited by external con-
straints operating in the housing market. A household in this situation
may be ill housed in ways that have direct consequences for its immedi-
ate quality of life, as might happen if the household remains crowded as
a result of the unavailability of more-spacious units. Equally, if not
more, important, a household may emerge from the process ill housed
in ways that have direct consequences for the long-term life chances
of its members if, for example, the household is steered toward units
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located in crime-infested and otherwise underserved and underre-
sourced neighborhoods. Thus, the interference of discriminatory treat-
ment in the housing searches of minority home seekers clearly weakens
the link between socioeconomic status and residential outcomes for
these households.

The salience of race/ethnicity in structuring where households move
has been demonstrated in analyses of “housing turnovers,” or the proc-
ess by which members of one racial/ethnic group move into units va-
cated by members of other groups. Studies focusing exclusively on
whites and blacks have illustrated the social and physical distance that
separates these groups in the relative rarity of racial housing ex-
change.81 Using data on multiple racial/ethnic groups in New York City
for the 1978–1987, 1991–1996, and 1991–1999 periods, Emily Rosen-
baum and her colleagues82 show that blacks are far less likely to replace
whites than are Hispanics and Asians, even in the presence of a host of
factors—including income and education—that theory suggests should
influence destination choice. Moreover, the likelihood of different types
of turnovers in New York City was significantly influenced by the racial/
ethnic composition of the surrounding neighborhood in ways that sug-
gest that these individual movements contribute to the persistence of
segregation. For example, location in mixed and predominantly non-
white areas increased the odds of white out-movement and of turnover
to black and Hispanic, rather than white, occupancy, suggesting that
these movements mutually reinforce one another to solidify the predom-
inance of minorities in these areas. Similarly, location in predominantly
white areas increased the odds that whites stayed in place, but it also
increased the odds that other whites and Asians, but not blacks and
Hispanics, moved in to replace those whites who did leave. Such results
highlight the persistence of barriers disproportionately preventing black
and Hispanic home seekers from acquiring homes in areas dominated
by whites.83

In sum, there is a substantial amount of evidence indicating that
black and Hispanic home seekers encounter structural barriers in their
housing searches and that such constraints, as manifestations of the
dual housing market more generally, contribute to racial/ethnic dispari-
ties in location and housing quality. But to what degree does immigrant
status exacerbate or moderate the constraints on housing choices expe-
rienced by minority households?
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Spatial Assimilation, Place Stratification, and the
Potential for Segmented Assimilation

Assimilation theory has been the dominant model used by sociologists
to explain the process of immigrant adaption in the United States. The
classic or “canonical” model has its roots in the early twentieth-century
writings of Robert Park and other members of the Chicago School of
sociology, but it reflects the contributions of many other writers. Promi-
nent among these was Milton Gordon, who, in his seminal work Assim-
ilation in American Life, systematically disaggregated the broad assim-
ilation process into seven distinct stages (cultural, structural, marital,
identificational, attitude-receptional, behavior-receptional, and civic as-
similation), thereby distinguishing between acculturation and those as-
pects of assimilation related more to social mobility and immigrants’
access to the opportunity structure.84

Gordon’s treatment, then, clarified that the process denoted by the
term “assimilation” involves not only the gradual acquisition of the
behaviors, habits, dress, and language of the host society (while simulta-
neously dropping those brought from the old country) but also upward
social mobility and increasing access to the social and economic oppor-
tunities commanded by the “core” group (defined by Gordon as middle-
class WASPs). Thus, assimilation is at once a story of different groups
coming to share a common culture and language, as well as a story of
how poor immigrants become socially and economically competitive in
the American social system and progressively improve their social and
economic standing. In essence, then, assimilation theory embodies the
core ideology of the American dream.85 However, unlike the American
dream, which is ideally open to all,86 the ultimate achievement of social
and economic success is contingent on immigrants’ becoming assimi-
lated in a structural sense, which Gordon describes as being accepted
into the social cliques maintained by the core group or engaging in pri-
mary relationships with members of the core. Once this happens, the
other phases of assimilation occur in rapid succession, most notably
attitude- and behavior-receptional, which describe the disappearance of
any remaining vestiges of prejudice or discrimination against ethnic-
group members.87

The classic version of this story is based on the experiences of the
European immigrants arriving during the second half of the nineteenth
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century and the early years of the twentieth century, and it rests on sev-
eral assumptions. Among these assumptions are the notion that the full
process of assimilation is natural, that it is inevitable for most—if not
all—ethnic groups, and that for its full completion, assimilation can
take generations to occur.88 This generational dynamic is fundamental
to the notion of “straight-line assimilation,” or the process by which
each successive generation occupies a higher, or more advanced, stage of
adjustment and a higher level of socioeconomic status.89 This last as-
sumption reveals the key notion in classical assimilation theory that “it
raises an immigrant’s social status to become American.”90

Assimilation theory, therefore, describes the gradual acculturation
and upward socioeconomic mobility of immigrant and ethnic groups
over time and generations, with the ultimate outcome being the integra-
tion of the group into “mainstream” society. Spatial assimilation theory
integrates these basic tenets of general assimilation theory with the ob-
servation that residential mobility follows from acculturation and socio-
economic mobility. As immigrant and ethnic groups gradually become
integrated into mainstream society along the social and economic di-
mensions identified by assimilation theory, so too do they become inte-
grated spatially, moving from a situation of physical distance from the
core group to a situation of proximity to and even intermixture with
that group. The spatial assimilation process, then, is the inverse of seg-
regation.91

Spatial assimilation theory derives from the observation, rooted in
the experiences of European immigrants in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, that immigrant or ethnic enclaves are located in
older inner-city neighborhoods that have deteriorated over time as they
have housed successive waves of new arrivals to the city. At an early
stage of settlement in the city, new immigrants tend to be physically seg-
regated from the native-born and to occupy low-quality, inexpensive
housing located in rundown neighborhoods.92 Such ethnic enclaves de-
velop out of the processes that sustain migration streams, namely, social
networks of family members, friends, and coethnics who share informa-
tion about job and housing opportunities and provide assistance in the
process of transition to life in the host society. Also important is the
development and vitality of ethnic institutions and services, which help
to strengthen ethnic identity and allow new arrivals to carry on daily
life in their native tongues. Thus, collective processes help to build and
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sustain the ethnic neighborhood93 and to foster the residential segrega-
tion of ethnic groups from the majority.

Working in opposition to these collective processes are the individ-
ual-level processes of acculturation and socioeconomic mobility. As
ethnic-group members establish a stronger foothold in the mainstream
economy—by acquiring higher levels of education, higher-status occu-
pations, and higher incomes—they seek to translate these gains in socio-
economic status into residence in better locations.94 These new neigh-
borhoods are often more socially than geographically distant from the
ethnic neighborhood. Moreover, just as the process of socioeconomic
assimilation and mobility is theorized to occur over the generations, the
accompanying process of residential mobility to better neighborhoods
involves the same generational dynamic.

As a consequence of residential mobility following from socioeco-
nomic mobility, these individual group members come into closer con-
tact with members of the majority group—who are the dominant res-
idents of the improved neighborhoods—and acquire the higher-quality
housing and neighborhood conditions characteristic of higher-status
neighborhoods. In so doing, upwardly mobile ethnic households ensure
that the generational dynamic of additional assimilation will occur for
their children. Moreover, as additional group members leave the ethnic
neighborhood for improved residences elsewhere, the residential charac-
teristics of the ethnic group and those of the majority group become
increasingly similar, and the segregation between the groups declines.95

An additional consequence of the dispersal of the ethnic group away
from the ethnic neighborhood concerns the future composition of that
area. That is, as vacancies open up, the units become available to other
new arrivals to the city. Should these new arrivals belong to a different
ethnic group, then the process of ethnic residential succession begins,
with the eventual outcome that the old ethnic neighborhood acquires a
new ethnic label.

The spatial assimilation model, then, relies on the tenets of tradi-
tional residential mobility theory to conceptualize the process of spatial
mobility. Both models emphasize the role of individual-level attainments
in spurring the decision to move (i.e., to leave the ethnic neighborhood)
and the choice of where to move (in the case of spatial assimilation, the
majority-dominated neighborhood that better matches the household’s
new position in the socioeconomic hierarchy). As a result, the spatial
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assimilation model suggests that, on the whole, immigrants should be
disadvantaged, when compared to native-born households, in their
housing and neighborhood characteristics. This relative disadvantage
arises from the influence that immigrant status may have on the search
for housing. In particular, knowledge of high-quality housing opportu-
nities may be limited by a lack of familiarity with the broader housing
market, particularly those neighborhoods that lie beyond the bound-
aries of the ethnic neighborhood. In addition, preferences for living
among coethnics and near ethnic institutions may limit the housing
searches of foreign-born households to inner-city ethnic neighborhoods,
where the housing stock may be older and more deteriorated than that
in other sections of the city. Finally, should they try to search for hous-
ing in the broader market, foreign-born households with distinct immi-
grant characteristics—such as limited English-language abilities—may
encounter some form of discrimination by real-estate agents and land-
lords and thus may not learn of available high-quality housing oppor-
tunities.

However, while the spatial assimilation model would predict an over-
all disadvantage for foreign-born households on the basis of these kinds
of limitations, it also predicts that these limitations will diminish over
time and generation in the course of acculturation and social and eco-
nomic mobility. Thus, the spatial assimilation theory posits two kinds of
outcomes. First, that housing and neighborhood conditions enjoyed by
the later generations of an ethnic group should be superior to those
experienced by the newly arrived first generation. The second outcome
posited by the spatial assimilation model parallels the argument that
economic-status differences underlie patterns of segregation.96 That is,
when ethnic-group members are compared to native-born whites with
the same levels of income and education and similar occupations, any
observed housing and neighborhood disadvantages should disappear. In
other words, socioeconomic status should mediate the effect of ethnicity
as a predictor of residential outcomes.

The findings from numerous studies of a variety of residential out-
comes among racial and ethnic groups have largely supported the main
tenets of the spatial assimilation model. For example, residential out-
comes, such as suburban location and the tract-level median income
and proportion of whites, are found to be positively related to socioeco-
nomic status for all groups and to acculturation-related variables such
as years in the United States and English-language proficiency.97
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Although spatial assimilation theory remains a useful tool to describe
the locational attainment process among racial/ethnic groups in the
United States, scholars agree that the model is less successful at describ-
ing the locational attainment process for certain groups, notably blacks,
Puerto Ricans, and nonwhite Hispanics. The argument that socioeco-
nomic status, and thus “free choice,” should be the main predictor of
residential outcomes is most clearly inadequate for African Americans,
for whom levels of segregation from whites decline only modestly as
socioeconomic status rises.98 Furthermore, many studies of the loca-
tional attainment process among racial/ethnic groups have shown that
even in the presence of statistical controls for the individual-level fac-
tors hypothesized to be at the root of group differences (e.g., income,
education, life cycle), blacks, Puerto Ricans, and nonwhite Hispanics
more generally still occupy lower-quality housing and neighborhoods
than do comparable white households.99 This weakness of the spatial
assimilation model suggests that opportunities for converting social and
economic achievements into improved residential circumstances are
constrained by black race, precisely the outcome of housing-market dis-
crimination discussed earlier. This conclusion is even more clearly ar-
rived at when race (and in some cases ethnicity) is not conceived of as
an individual-level attribute but as a macrolevel variable reflecting the
operation of the racial hierarchy.100 The significance of race is also evi-
dent in Gordon’s argument that for full assimilation to occur, racial/
ethnic groups must achieve full acceptance by the core group; the persis-
tence of racial inequalities and tensions reveal that this has not occurred
for those of black racial ancestry.

The importance of structural constraints in maintaining racial/ethnic
inequality in residential outcomes has given rise to the second theoreti-
cal model, the place stratification model. This model begins with the
recognition that individual-level factors are important predictors of resi-
dential outcomes, yet it expands this notion by incorporating the role of
structural factors that interfere with the residential mobility process to
more fully predict the housing and neighborhood outcomes experienced
by blacks and nonwhite Hispanics and the persistent racial/ethnic in-
equalities in locational attributes. Specifically, the place stratification
model recognizes the hierarchical ordering of places and social groups
and maintains that minority groups’ positions in the spatial hierarchy
parallel their relative positions in society.101 Households’ access to the
best positions in the hierarchy of place is not based purely on “free
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choice” (as spatial assimilation suggests) but is affected by the mecha-
nisms that more-advantaged groups (such as whites) use to maintain
social and spatial distance from their less-advantaged counterparts (e.g.,
minorities).102 Among these mechanisms are discriminatory acts by indi-
viduals and financial institutions, including the adverse treatment of
minority home seekers by realtors and landlords, the past use of racially
restrictive covenants to prohibit minority in-movement, the opposition
to minority in-movement staged by neighborhood associations, and the
redlining of minority communities by financial institutions.103 All these
actions have helped to create and continue to maintain the dual hous-
ing market, which effectively constrains minority residential choices
to areas that are more ethnically heterogeneous, less affluent, and of
lower overall quality than those to which whites move.104 Also included
among the mechanisms that maintain the stratification of place are the
actions of local governments, such as zoning decisions that prohibit the
construction of multifamily housing or that maintain large lot sizes, as
well as resistance to the placement of federally assisted housing within
their jurisdictional boundaries. These kinds of actions operate to pre-
vent the in-movement of low-income families and households.105

In conceptualizing spatial mobility, the place stratification model
places emphasis on the varied ways that household race/ethnicity (when
conceived of as a macrolevel variable)106 can influence the housing-
search process, specifically the choice of where to live. In particular, al-
though recognizing that individual-level factors remain important
predictors of locational outcomes, the place stratification model stresses
that minority households encounter institutionalized obstacles in their
housing searches that can limit their knowledge of the full range of
available vacancies. These obstacles, such as the consistently adverse
treatment of minority home seekers that was uncovered by the HDS,107

end up channeling minority households away from predominantly white
neighborhoods and those with abundant resources, thereby diluting
their ability to translate their status improvements into residence in the
kinds of housing and neighborhoods in which socioeconomically similar
whites live. By emphasizing the importance of structural constraints on
the housing choices of blacks and others of African ancestry, the place
stratification model posits that even when individual-level characteris-
tics relating to acculturation, socioeconomic status, and life-cycle stage
are taken into account, significant disadvantages in spatial outcomes
will remain—relative to native-born whites—for these groups.
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The fact that black race remains a powerful predictor of location and
access to place-based resources raises concerns about the opportunities
for full integration faced by new immigrants who are phenotypically
black. In fact, it is the persistence of racial stratification in general and
its effect in concentrating certain new immigrants in disadvantaged
inner-city neighborhoods that may give rise to the varied paths of incor-
poration posited by proponents of segmented assimilation theory.

Segmented assimilation theory arose out of criticisms that general
assimilation theory would be inadequate to the task of describing the
fate and experiences of the current wave of immigrants, who are more
racially and socioeconomically diverse than were the “older” immi-
grants from Europe. One criticism focuses on the very different oppor-
tunity structures available to the older immigrants and to contemporary
immigrants. In particular, the European immigrants arrived in industri-
alizing cities with numerous job opportunities for those with few skills
and little education. Although available jobs were generally low-paying
and often unstable, workers could relocate and acquire new jobs rela-
tively easily in the industrial economy. Opportunities to move up the
occupational ladder also existed, especially for groups that had estab-
lished particular occupational niches. Furthermore, the economic ex-
pansion that occurred after World War II also expanded opportunities
for upward mobility, even for those with modest skills and education; of
even greater importance, this period of expanding opportunities coin-
cided with the coming of age of the second and third generations of
earlier waves of European immigrants. In contrast, today’s economy is
shaped more like an hourglass, with many low-paying jobs requiring lit-
tle education at the bottom, many high-paying job requiring advanced
degrees at the top, and far fewer jobs in between. The dearth of middle-
range jobs seriously impedes mobility upward from the lowest ranks.108

These varying circumstances suggest that the generational dynamic de-
scribed by the classical model may be historically specific to the period
providing the observations that support the model.

Some scholars, however, argue that segmented assimilation theory’s
conceptualization of the consequences of economic restructuring for con-
temporary immigrants is incomplete, at best, and perhaps misguided, at
worst.109 For one, these critics argue that the theory overstresses the
demand side of the economic-restructuring argument, while giving little,
if any, attention to the rising supply of low-skilled labor resulting from
immigration. This aspect of the theory also ignores the socioeconomic
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diversity of contemporary immigrants and, especially, the sizable num-
bers of immigrant families that arrive with sufficient levels of human
capital to enable their direct entry into the middle class. The job pros-
pects these “human capital” immigrants face are not limited to those at
the bottom of the job queue, and thus they are generally spared the
worst aftereffects of economic restructuring. Moreover, if their children
experience “second-generation decline,”110 they will still likely remain
in positions of relative advantage.111 A bifurcated job market is clearly a
problem for low-skilled immigrants, most notably Mexicans,112 but
working-class immigrants are not the only group affected. Any risks
entailed by economic bifurcation are to be felt by all working-class fam-
ilies, regardless of their nativity status.113

A second criticism leveled at general assimilation theory is that, by
having been modeled on the experiences of immigrants who were large-
ly white (or whose race would eventually “whiten”) it may not be en-
tirely applicable to the experiences of contemporary immigrants, many
of whom are not white in appearance. Segmented assimilation theory
argues that contemporary immigrants enter a society that is character-
ized not by one undiversified culture but by a variety of subcultures and
opportunity structures, organized largely by race and ethnicity.114 As a
consequence, contemporary immigrants and their descendants may fol-
low various paths of adaptation to life in the United States—as opposed
to the straight-line path associated with the experiences of the earlier
European immigrants—with the particular path depending on the seg-
ment of American society in which they are received.115 For the second
generation, some of these paths lead to improvements in social and eco-
nomic attainments relative to the attainments of the immigrant genera-
tion,116 while others lead to losses or stasis. Race/ethnicity is one of the
key determinants that influence the direction of a particular group’s
path, as it influences the segment of American society within which the
immigrant group is received.117 Immigrants of African ancestry, then,
face the very real prospect of being incorporated not simply as Ameri-
cans but as black Americans118 and thus finding themselves near or at
the bottom of the racial hierarchy.119 For such groups, it may be more
beneficial to retain a strong immigrant or ethnic identity and to remain
within the ethnic community for access to social networks and protec-
tion from the discrimination aimed at native minorities.120 Thus, the
basic tenets of segmented assimilation suggest that for some immigrant
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groups, the persistence of racial stratification means that the American-
ization process no longer involves upward mobility, but instead may
entail a significant degree of downward mobility.121

According to proponents of segmented assimilation theory, one of
the key determinants of assimilation outcomes for members of the cur-
rent second generation is the location in which immigrants settle. That
is, the concentration of some immigrant groups in inner cities ex-
poses their members to the “urban underclass,” whose very existence
and behaviors are the legacy of past discrimination and blocked op-
portunities.122 In general, exposure to the underclass—especially when
combined with constant exposure to prejudice and discrimination—in-
creases the chance of adopting its “adversarial stance” to middle-class
culture, which in turn has the potential of thwarting the upward prog-
ress of immigrant children. Implied here is that the prospects for success
will vary depending on the social groups with whom immigrant chil-
dren come into contact and thus on the neighborhood context in which
immigrant children find themselves. Moreover, the immigrant groups
at greatest risk of exposure to the underclass are those that share with
native-born minorities the experience of discrimination on the basis of
race/ethnicity, namely, those of African and Hispanic ancestry.123 Thus,
implicit within segmented assimilation theory is the notion that struc-
tural constraints on the housing choices of immigrant households of
African and Hispanic ancestry may limit them to residence in disadvan-
taged neighborhoods and will thus operate to impede their children’s
chances for social and economic success.

The emphasis on exposure to the underclass and the adoption of its
potentially harmful behaviors has elicited criticism. Some scholars argue
that the focus on underclass culture exaggerates the size and significance
of this segment of the urban population, ignoring the presence and po-
tential influence of the many black and Latino families in impoverished
urban neighborhoods who exhibit mainstream behaviors such as mar-
riage, high-school graduation, and engagement in productive economic
activity.124 In addition, the focus on the underclass overlooks the influ-
ence of black middle-class culture, which “provides strategies for eco-
nomic mobility in the context of discrimination and group disadvantage
and [responses to] distinctive problems that usually accompany minor-
ity middle-class status.”125 Similarly, others point to the potential role of
minority institutions and organizations in fostering the upward mobility
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and positive adaptation of nonwhite immigrants.126 In short, assimila-
tion into minority America does not have to inevitably lead to down-
ward mobility.127

However, most if not all of those scholars who take segmented assimi-
lation to task agree that some groups may in fact be vulnerable to the risk
of downward mobility. This risk is strongly associated with the skills
immigrants bring with them (i.e., whether they are labor migrants or
human-capital migrants), the context of their reception in the United
States, residence in disadvantaged inner-city neighborhoods, proximity
to and identification with native minorities, insufficient or nonexistent
ethnic niches, and dark complexions. More specifically, most agree that
Afro-Caribbean and African immigrants, along with Puerto Ricans, Do-
minicans, and Mexicans, are most likely to encounter serious obstacles to
their incorporation into American society. A number of studies suggest
that these concerns are well-founded. For example, foreign-born Mexi-
can women and island-born Puerto Rican women have superior birth
outcomes (lower rates of infant mortality and low birth weight) relative
to their U.S.- and mainland-born counterparts.128 For island-born Puerto
Rican women, the likelihood of infant mortality increases with time since
arrival on the mainland, suggesting that the positive qualities that
encourage infant survival among newcomers erode in the face of increas-
ing exposure to life on the mainland.129 In addition, living in a single-par-
ent-headed household, and the associated risks of poverty, increase in
prevalence across generations for certain groups of Latino children,
notably Dominicans.130 There is also evidence of significant deficits in
high-school enrollment for island-born Puerto Rican and foreign-born
Dominican and Mexican youths131 and of downward mobility among
Puerto Rican young adults in New York City.132 In addition, Latino
youths in South Florida and Southern California face significantly higher
risks of academic failure and psychological distress than do other second-
generation adolescents.133 Finally, second-generation West Indian youths
who have adopted an American or racial identity are at an elevated risk
of experiencing educational and occupational failure.134

Although the accumulation of such findings suggests concern for the
adjustment of second- and possibly later-generation Mexicans, Domin-
icans, Puerto Ricans, and some Afro-Caribbeans, other studies argue
that “most pessimistic readings of second generation decline lack war-
rant.”135 Such studies indicate improved educational and occupational
outcomes among second- versus first-generation young adults,136 sec-
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ond-generation young adults versus their parents,137 and second-genera-
tion young adults versus first-generation members of the age cohort
likely to have contained their parents.138 Notably, studies in this group
also find that the progress achieved by the second generation varies
across race/ethnicity, with Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and Mexicans
typically exhibiting the smallest intergenerational gains, whites and
Asians the largest, and those of blacks and other Hispanics falling in
between these extremes.

Studies of this sort also often find that although the second genera-
tion posts superior achievements relative to the first generation, its out-
comes also tend to exceed those of the third generation.139 This pattern
has been most consistently documented for Mexicans, the “new” immi-
grant group with the longest history in the United States (and thus the
most generational diversity).140 The extraordinary accomplishments of
the second generation have been interpreted as evidence of “immigrant
optimism,”141 or of the second generation’s inheriting or responding to
the optimism that their foreign-born parents hold with respect to the
opportunities they see in the American educational and occupational
system (relative to those in their home countries). However, declines in
achievement by the third and later generations suggest that this opti-
mism withers as immigrants’ descendants confront the reality of struc-
tural constraints to opportunity.142 Thus, the relative gains made by the
second generation may not refute the hypothesis of generational decline
proposed by segmented assimilation theory but instead may be a variant
of the general pattern (just as the “bumpy line” pattern was to the
“straight line” pattern of assimilation).

Thus, there is, to date, little consensus concerning generational pat-
terns in outcomes but a general level of agreement that some groups
appear to fare less well than others. What has hampered the develop-
ment of this line of research is the varied approaches to testing seg-
mented assimilation theory. Many studies have focused on racial/ethnic
differences in the second generation;143 others have examined genera-
tional patterns in pooled samples of adolescents144 or young adults;145

and while still others have focused on comparisons of two genera-
tions—immigrants and the native-born—within racial/ethnic groups.146

Fundamental to segmented assimilation theory is the hypothesis that
generational patterns over the long term (i.e., more than two genera-
tions) will diverge across race/ethnicity, spiraling downward for some
groups, staying even for others, and improving for still others. Such a
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hypothesis requires a research design that compares more than two gen-
erations for separate racial/ethnic or national-origin groups.147 Unfortu-
nately, the data necessary for such tests are generally unavailable. Yet
our unique data set enables us to perform exactly this kind of analysis,
using housing and neighborhood conditions as the criteria measuring
incorporation.148

Given the social and economic significance of housing as we demon-
strated at the outset of this chapter, our use of these outcomes is consis-
tent with the theory’s emphasis on social and economic attainments.149

Moreover, by focusing on outcomes that are partially a result of the
kinds of attainments typically examined in studies of the adolescent and
young-adult members of the second generation (i.e., educational attain-
ment and employment), we refocus attention on the structural determi-
nants of opportunity and move away from explanations that rely on the
adoption of a pathological culture. That is, although some members of
the second generation may have less success in the areas of education
and employment as a result of adopting an oppositional stance to such
behaviors, we incorporate education as a predictor of housing and
neighborhood outcomes, thereby eliminating variation on this status
attainment (and its presumed causes) as an explanation of patterns that
vary across generations. Instead, the patterns we uncover better reflect
the variation in opportunities afforded to different generational groups,
rather than the tendency for some youths to reject specific paths to up-
ward mobility.

To successfully apply segmented assimilation theory to residential
attainments requires adapting it to conceptualize how the process of
spatial mobility may vary for different generations of immigrant groups.
One of the key aspects of segmented assimilation theory is its conten-
tion that immigrant groups that are phenotypcially black face the pros-
pect of incorporation not into American society at large but specifically
into black America,150 and they thus find themselves at the bottom of
society’s racial hierarchy.151 The prospect of this fate is not lost on Afro-
Caribbean immigrants, the largest group of immigrants of African an-
cestry to be studied to date, who see becoming American in this way as
entailing a significant loss of status as well as an increasing degree of
exposure to interpersonal and institutional racism and the attendant
restriction of opportunity.152

Many Afro-Caribbean immigrants recognize that they receive pref-
erential treatment from whites, relative to the treatment received by
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American-born blacks, and this better treatment affords them opportu-
nities for jobs, promotions, and housing that are unavailable to Ameri-
can blacks.153 The key to receiving such treatment, and thereby access-
ing better opportunities, lies in demarcating themselves from American
blacks.154 Although active distancing from blacks was also a strategy
used by earlier waves of European immigrants (although it involved far
more enmity),155 the dilemma faced by Afro-Caribbeans and other im-
migrants of African ancestry is that they must try to do so within a soci-
ety that refuses to recognize the possibility of ethnic variation among
blacks as easily as it does for whites and that associates black skin with
a variety of negative traits and behaviors.156 To differentiate themselves
from black Americans, many Afro-Caribbeans telegraph their ethnicity
through their retention and use of accents and the use of other obvious
cues of their foreign origins. Thus, for immigrants of African ancestry,
remaining tied to and closely identified with their ethnic origins engen-
ders socioeconomic opportunities and benefits, turning the association
of Americanization with improved status on its head.157

However, although markers of ethnicity are easily available to mem-
bers of the immigrant generation, their children and their children’s chil-
dren do not have the same kind of easy access to such indicators of eth-
nic origin.158 Instead, the second and later generations must consciously
and overtly adopt ways to distinguish themselves as being of Caribbean
heritage, in order to gain access to the same kinds of opportunities that
came the foreign-born generation’s way and to avoid the stronger forms
of discrimination experienced by American blacks. For example, Mary
Waters describes how a young woman carried a key chain emblazoned
with the flag of Guyana, the country from which her parents immi-
grated. By exhibiting it conspicuously, she was able to draw attention to
her ethnicity, instigate discussion of it, and thus gain access to opportu-
nities that were more typically denied to those viewed as being “simply”
black.159 Thus, as generation rises, the strength and viability of ethnic
markers weakens, a fundamental relationship articulated by both clas-
sical and segmented assimilation theories. Yet because of their black
race, as ethnic markers dissipate, descendants of Afro-Caribbean immi-
grants become increasingly indistinguishable from American blacks in
the eyes of whites and thus increasingly become exposed to structural
impediments to opportunity. With respect to housing, the persistence
of structural barriers results in a steady narrowing of housing options
as generation rises. Thus, the way that segmented assimilation theory
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conceptualizes how the process of spatial mobility varies by generation
is that, among racially stigmatized groups, the foreign-born generation
should experience the fewest restrictions on their housing options, with
each succeeding generation experiencing progressively greater limita-
tions on their choices of where to live. As a result, we should see a
steady pattern of declining housing and neighborhood outcomes as gen-
eration rises among blacks and black Hispanics.

Conclusion

In summary, spatial assimilation views spatial mobility as the outcome
of free choice on the part of the individual, or the simple acquisition of
residential location on the basis of socioeconomic attainments. As a
result, spatial assimilation theory suggests that we will find that immi-
grant households will live in lower-quality housing and neighborhood
environments and that their conditions should improve as generation
rises. However, the theory also suggests that once we statistically ac-
count for the kinds of social, economic, and acculturation-related vari-
ables that are theorized to account for generational and racial/ethnic
differences, these differences should disappear or diminish in size and
strength.

In contrast, place stratification theory recognizes that institutional
forms of discrimination interfere in the housing-search process for home
seekers who are phenotypically black, differentially limiting the housing
choices of these groups to options that are less desirable and of lower
overall quality than those made available to white home seekers. Conse-
quently, place stratification suggests different hypotheses. Specifically,
this theory suggests that when households of similar socioeconomic sta-
tus are compared, racial/ethnic differences in housing and neighborhood
outcomes will persist, with blacks and Latinos (especially nonwhite La-
tinos) less likely than comparable whites and Asians to live in high-
quality housing and neighborhoods.

The persistence of housing-market barriers gives rise to the potential
for the kinds of varied patterns of incorporation suggested by seg-
mented assimilation theory. Yet as we envision it, the perverse effect of
racial stratification on the incorporation prospects of black immigrants
suggests that for this group (and for black Latinos) housing-market bar-
riers may be more permeable for foreign-born households, given their
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greater acceptability over black Americans in the eyes of society. As a
result, in their pursuit of the American dream, immigrants of African
ancestry must maintain and broadcast a decidedly un-American identity,
since becoming identified as a black American entails being denied full
access to all the trappings of success. Thus, housing and neighborhood
conditions for blacks and black Latinos should deteriorate across the
generations, while for other groups we should see a pattern of improv-
ing outcomes as generation rises, as predicted by spatial assimilation
(and general assimilation) theory.
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Immigration, Race/Ethnicity,
and Housing in New York
through 1970

Throughout the nation’s history, New York City has always
been a destination of choice for immigrants and migrants alike. During
the nineteenth century, the city’s phenomenal growth—both physically
and economically—drew millions with its promise of a better life than
that possible at home. In the early years of the century, when the city’s
neighborhoods were clustered at the most southern tip of Manhattan
and undifferentiated as to their use, poor newcomers may have lived in
smaller or dirtier residences than their bosses, but everyone lived in the
same areas, nearby their places of work. As industrialization created
new social and economic classes, building speculators began “cashing
in” on the tastes of newly emergent middle- and upper-class families for
larger and sturdier homes in neighborhoods far from the bustling and
increasingly unhealthy lower wards by developing land for residential
use farther uptown. These “pro-growth” actions of speculators were
aided by the implementation of the “grid plan,” which increased the
marketability and profitability of the undeveloped portions of Manhat-
tan. Meanwhile, landlords of buildings left behind by uptown-moving
families carved up the space in their buildings to rent out to working-
class individuals and families and often refused to add such new “urban
amenities” as sewer connections, enabling them to maximize the profit-
making potential of their investments. The cooperation of city officials,
active speculators, and profit-seeking landlords represents an early ex-
ample of the type of pro-growth coalition that is fundamental to the
“urban growth machine,”1 and it served to more clearly distinguish the
housing and neighborhood amenities available to the different social
classes.

2
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For immigrants from Europe, the low-quality housing conditions
they encountered upon arrival tended to be temporary and a function of
their ability to pay for housing. As described by spatial assimilation the-
ory, as time passed and immigrants and their descendants improved
their socioeconomic standing, they were able to leave these conditions
behind and move to better housing located in better neighborhoods.
These new neighborhoods were sometimes in Manhattan, but were also
increasingly in areas in Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx. Although the
precise amount of time and the size of the quality gains may have varied
across the European groups, by the mid-twentieth century they were all
firmly integrated—socially, economically, and spatially—in American
society.

The story for black immigrants and migrants and for Puerto Rican
migrants, however, was different. Although the residential location of
the members of the city’s small black community in the early decades of
the nineteenth century was determined largely by their lack of financial
resources—as they were for all the city’s residents—opportunities for
spatial assimilation in the later years of the century were denied by
hardening white attitudes toward integrated living and were obliterated
by direct governmental intervention in housing during the early and
mid-twentieth century. Whites began to flee neighborhoods where
blacks—regardless of their socioeconomic status—began to arrive, cre-
ating large expanses where black residents rarely saw faces that were
not also black. These areas grew denser as pro-growth forces deter-
mined that redevelopment for public use (as in the case of Penn Station)
and “urban renewal” would displace poor, minority residents, leaving
them few options other than to move deeper into the ghetto. As a result,
black-white segregation rose precipitously from the turn of the century
to 1970, and overcrowding (resulting at least partially from subdivision
of existing housing units to meet rising demand for housing stemming
from in-migration and constricted opportunities) and limited financing
because of redlining caused both housing and neighborhood deteriora-
tion. The historical record of blacks’ experiences in New York City
underscores the extreme vulnerability of politically and economically
weak neighborhoods and populations to the forces of the urban growth
machine, and the events and processes that gave rise to the dual housing
market, and that record thus serves as a paradigm for the development
of place stratification theory.

In this chapter we describe the interrelated histories of immigration,
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race, and housing in New York, up until approximately 1970. The story
we tell not only provides the historical backdrop for the analyses that
follow but also animates the main propositions of spatial assimilation
and place stratification theories. The choice of 1970 as an ending point
is natural given that that year is largely recognized as the start of the
contemporary era of immigration to the United States. This view derives
from the passage in 1965 of the Hart-Celler Act, which repealed the
national-origins quotas that had been in place since the 1920s. As a
result, the origins of immigrants to the country and especially to New
York shifted dramatically from those based primarily in European na-
tions to a wide variety of nations in Latin America, Asia, and the Carib-
bean. Moreover, by 1970, the descendants of the European immigrants
who arrived during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had
become firmly incorporated within American society.

New York at the Start of the Nineteenth Century, 1790–1840

According to the first national decennial census in 1790, the city of
New York (which consisted, at the time, only of the island of Manhat-
tan) had a population of just over 33,000, the vast majority of whom
(just over 89.5 percent) were white. Of the city’s black population of
just under 3,500, more than two-thirds were slaves.2 Fifty years earlier,
the city’s black population had been smaller, but its share of the total
population had been larger (21 percent in 1746 versus less than 12 per-
cent in 1790). As the economy grew in the decade following the first
census, the number of both slaves and free blacks rose dramatically. The
slave population grew between 1790 and 1800 as the number of white
households with slaves more than tripled.3 The factors contributing to
the growth in the free black population included in-migration from
other areas within the United States as well as the arrival of (voluntary)
immigrants from the West Indies, particularly Haiti.4 By 1800, over half
of the city’s blacks were free. Over the next decade, the number of
slaves declined, as the effects of the 1799 gradual-emancipation law
began to take effect. By 1810, fully 84 percent of the city’s blacks were
free,5 and by 1830 no slaves were present in the city.6 However, as a
percentage of the total population, the black population was declining,
as white migrants, both native and foreign, arrived in large numbers.

The white population in 1790 comprised a mix of nationalities. The
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majority were of English background, but there was a sizable Dutch
contingent, estimated at approximately one-sixth of the total white pop-
ulation.7 The English population element aligned New York’s ethnic
composition with that of the nation more than at any other period in its
history, but the Dutch element was a distinctive feature of the city,
resulting from the city’s founding by the Dutch West India Company.
Other prominent white ethnic groups at this time included two that
would dominate the immigration streams arriving during the first half
of the nineteenth century: the Irish8 and Germans. Members of both
groups began arriving early in the eighteenth century.9 The city’s Ger-
man population in 1790 may have been as high as 2,500 (about 7 per-
cent of all whites); the Irish population may have numbered 5,000 (14
percent of all whites).10

At the start of the nineteenth century, the built-up portion of the city
occupied about 1.5 square miles, extending as far north as Canal Street.
Like “walking cities” elsewhere, a number of spatial features character-
ized New York, including a mixture of land-use functions. Apart from
warehousing along the waterfront, no neighborhoods were devoted
exclusively to either residential or commercial uses. Instead, artisans’
shops, public buildings, homes, and taverns were interspersed through-
out the city. High levels of congestion characterized New York and
other walking cities. The density level in New York in 1800—40,326
persons per square mile—exceeds the current level, with the greatest
crowding in 1800 occurring in the southeastern wards, particularly the
Third Ward, by the East River.11

Another feature of New York’s landscape that was common to other
walking cities was the tendency for the “best” addresses—that is, those
for the most respectable and fashionable families—to be located close
to the town’s center. Prior to the American Revolution, New York’s
wealthiest residents lived on lanes at the southeastern tip of the island in
order to be near their shipping businesses. After the Revolution, such
families were more likely to be found near Columbia College, along
Chambers, Warren, and Murray Streets, west of Broadway, yet still
within walking distance of their places of business. Some prosperous
families also owned estates north of the settled portion of the city, to
which they fled in the summer and in times of disease outbreaks.12

Despite the identification and recognition of fashionable addresses, class
segregation was not a key feature of the walking city, poor residents
often living in closer proximity to the wealthy than is common today.
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Housing during the period consisted largely of wooden structures,
making fire a constant danger. Those who could afford to often lived in
more substantially built houses made of brick or stone. Such “urban
amenities” as plumbing and sewers would not be available until mid-
century, making it necessary for households to fetch water from nearby
wells and to rely for their sanitary needs within the house on bedpans
and chamber pots, which were emptied into wooden privies located in
the backyards. Because of the lack of municipal services—such as sani-
tation, police, fire protection, and especially clean water—the city was
filthy, its streets cluttered with piles of household debris, the refuse of
slaughterhouses, distilleries, and other businesses, as well as the waste
of horses, pigs, and people.

The social and economic relations of the preindustrial economy lo-
cated home and work within the same house, the labor required for
both being provided by household members.13 Households consisted
not only of family members but also of apprentices, boarders, servants,
and slaves. At the heart of this system was the institution of proprietor-
ship; skilled craftsmen had to possess a physical structure—a house and
adjoining yard—in which to conduct their trade.14 During the last
decade of the eighteenth century, the generations-old “household depen-
dencies [that] had bound labor to property”15 began to give way. New
York’s superb harbor and command over a strong and growing regional
market, war in Europe, and the increasing dependence of the West In-
dian plantation economies on American goods spurred the city’s eco-
nomic growth to surpass Philadelphia as the nation’s leading port. The
supremacy of New York as a shipping center was further solidified with
the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, which made New York the entre-
pôt for vast new hinterlands. With the expansion of shipping came
changes in the city’s commercial life. Merchant capitalism expanded in
scale and complexity, giving rise to a variety of new occupations and
methods of commerce. Wholesale merchants emerged and the numbers
of clerks and bookkeepers multiplied, while retail establishments began
selling products that traditionally had been sold directly off of ships.
Meanwhile, manufacturing began to rise in significance. Major indus-
tries included shipbuilding and sugar refining, but the bulk of manufac-
turing in the city involved small firms, such as printing, shoemaking,
and tailoring establishments.

Economic growth was fueled by population growth. Between 1790
and 1820 the population of Manhattan more than tripled, growing
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from just over 33,000 to just over 123,000. The source of this growth
was in-migration from rural areas within New York State, from New
England, and from farther afield.16 Before 1820 the heavy flows of in-
migrants dwarfed foreign immigration. After that date, however, immi-
gration from Europe quickened. Rosenwaike notes that while “only
8,000 immigrants were reported to have arrived in the United States in
the fiscal year ending September 30, 1820, the first year for which sta-
tistics were published by the Department of State . . . by 1860 some
four million . . . had reached American shores.”17 He estimates that
about 20 percent of the city’s population was foreign-born in 1820; this
proportion would rise and peak in 1855 at just over 51 percent.

Population growth was accompanied by the northward expansion of
the city. In 1811, the city’s northernmost boundary lay at approximately
Houston Street. In that year, the city commissioners approved the “grid
plan” to govern the city’s growth. This called for twelve numbered
avenues, each about 100 feet in width. The avenues were to run north
from the edge of town and to be crossed every 200 feet at right angles
by numbered streets approximately 50 or 60 feet in width. Every half
mile or so the cross street would be wider, reaching approximately 100
feet in width. Each of the blocks formed by the intersections of avenues
and streets would be further subdivided into lots of a standardized size,
typically 25 feet wide by 100 feet deep. By creating lots that were easily
located in reference to a numbered street and avenue, the grid plan
greatly facilitated their development. In fact, increasing the land’s mar-
ketability and development potential was the underlying rationale of the
grid plan, and the plan marked the rise of the “urban growth ma-
chine”18 in New York. Concomitantly, by about 1825 the northernmost
boundary of the city’s built-up portion had reached about Fourteenth
Street, and as far north as Twenty-third Street fifteen years later.19

The movement uptown was not shared by all, but involved mainly
those households that could afford to separate work from home, to
build or buy new single-family houses, and to pay for the commute
downtown on the emerging modes of public transportation.20 Such
households were no longer members of the landed gentry; economic
growth and diversification after the Revolutionary War gave rise to
a variety of new classes of New Yorkers, differentiated as much by
their occupations as by their housing. For one, the “shift from shop to
factory, from small to large scale manufacturing” clearly evident by
the late 1820s gave rise to new classes of business owners and wealthy
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merchants who increasingly found the waterfront streets of the lower
wards unsuitable for living.21 Many factors contributed to this view,
including the frequency of pestilential diseases (yellow fever, small pox,
typhoid, and cholera), the rising pace of business and commerce, the
proliferation of warehouses and artisanal workshops, and the growing
numbers of impoverished immigrants. Households in this new affluent
class sought to separate themselves from these problems of urban living
by relocating to new single-family houses in new uncongested areas or-
ganized solely as residential.

By transforming the nature of master-worker relations and weaken-
ing the connection of labor to property, industrialization created a sec-
ond new class of New Yorkers: tenants. This class, constrained in their
choice of residences by the cost of commuting, remained in lower Man-
hattan within walking distance of their places of work. Finally, there
emerged a new class of building speculators, who saw manifold oppor-
tunities for profit in the spectacular rise in Manhattan land values22 and
the need to house the growing population. In the 1830s, investments in
speculative building rivaled investments in the more traditional areas of
shipbuilding and other manufacturing.

The main focus of speculative builders was the commercial area in
the lowest portion of the island. There, streets were widened and former
residences were converted to commercial use or demolished and re-
placed by warehouses and other buildings serving the needs of the
rapidly expanding mercantile and financial communities. Commercial
building was especially rapid in the years after 1835, when a disastrous
fire demolished over six hundred buildings, practically wiping out all
the structures below Wall Street.

Yet speculative builders were also interested in residential construc-
tion uptown for the affluent classes seeking to distance themselves from
the increasingly congested and commercial lower wards. As a result,
areas that had once been remote were developed as residential areas and
settled. In 1820, the “best” addresses were three-story brick row houses
on the lower west side of Broadway, stretching from Bowling Green to
Chambers Street, and on the side streets connecting Broadway with
Greenwich Street to the west. From these locations, gentlemen could
still walk to their places of business in the commercial and financial dis-
tricts. Yet as commerce expanded northward along Broadway, and vari-
ous nuisances infiltrated in from nearby poorer areas, this area began to
lose its appeal as a genteel neighborhood. As a result, more and more
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well-to-do families began moving uptown in search of new areas more
befitting their status.

The northward march of the city also overran areas that had been
home to the city’s poorest residents, including many of the city’s African
Americans. For example, a number of black settlements lay on the
periphery of the city’s settled areas, on both the east and the west sides,
primarily along the water.23 But as the city expanded northward, these
black settlements had to move as well, typically continuing northward
ahead of development.

The northward expansion and development of “elite” and “genteel”
residential neighborhoods increased in the 1830s. One destination for
the genteel was an area bounded by Hudson, Varick, Erickson, and
Laight Streets; Bond Street and Bleecker Street were especially fashion-
able addresses. The single-family houses constructed in these new neigh-
borhoods were substantially built three- or four-story brick structures,
much more spacious than those the owners had left behind. Moreover,
these houses were increasingly equipped with new “urban amenities”
such as gas lighting (after 1823), Croton water (after 1842), and sewer
connections (after 1849). The style and furnishing of these new houses
were key to the creation, maintenance, and display of middle-class sta-
tus and identity.24

Perhaps more important than the design and quality of these new res-
idences as outward signs of enhanced status was the distance separating
the middle and upper classes from the working and laboring classes.
Indeed, concomitant with the rising levels of class differentiation during
the industrial period was the expression of this differentiation across
space,25 with neighborhoods assuming not simply different patterns of
land use (e.g., commercial versus residential) but also social meaning.
The notion that the “right” address could solidify a family’s class stand-
ing was increasingly recognized and adhered to. A neighborhood appro-
priate for genteel residence was to be “respectable”—that is, organized
around private residential use—as well as “healthy.” The health of a
neighborhood, or more specifically the ability of the neighborhood to
promote the health of family members, was a concept created and rein-
forced by the greater toll that epidemics always took in poorer neigh-
borhoods.26 Thus, a healthy and respectable neighborhood was by
definition one located at a great distance from the wharves and the
poorer residents of the city.

The houses that the more affluent left behind in the lower wards

Immigration, Race/Ethnicity, and Housing in New York through 1970 | 55



largely experienced one of three fates. One was conversion to commer-
cial use, as indicated earlier. Land values in the lower wards were quite
high, and property owners could profit more from its commercial rather
than residential use.27 As a consequence, the lower wards, particularly
those below City Hall, became increasingly dominated by business and
commercial use, while retaining only a small resident population. The
fact that only two persons died in the great fire of 1835 vividly illus-
trates how the lower tip of the island had become basically devoid of
residents.

The second fate experienced by the houses left behind by the up-
town-moving wealthy was transformation into boarding houses, which
increasingly served the housing needs of single male workers but were
also occupied at times by working-class families. The third fate was
subdivision into apartments, with the result that two, three, or even
more in-moving households would replace the single out-moving house-
hold.28 Subdivision was partly a response to the need for working-class
housing, since housing construction—particularly the construction of
working-class housing—could not keep pace with population growth.
Although a few speculators built working-class housing, most concen-
trated their investments in the residential market for middle- and upper-
class households. Subdivision was also a response to the landlords’
recognition that the working class was essentially a captive market.
Unable to afford housing outside the older lower wards, working-class
households had no choice but to remain near their places of work.
Among such working-class strongholds were Corlear’s Hook, which
was home to those who worked in shipping, and Five Points, where a
variety of trades could be found, including breweries, tailoring, shoe-
making, and printing.

Because of the age of these “barracks-style” structures, and the fact
that many had been insubstantially constructed in the first place, the
condition of housing in the lower wards was far worse than that in the
more prosperous neighborhoods uptown. Exacerbating the structural
problems was the overcrowding produced by extensive subdivision as
well as by the need of working-class households to take in boarders and
lodgers to help pay the rent. Although the actual range of housing con-
ditions varied from decent (though crowded) to positively horrid, the
worst of the slum conditions attracted the most attention at the time.
Overcrowding, moreover, exacerbated what were already serious sanita-
tion problems, as outdoor privies were overwhelmed by growing num-
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bers of users. Regarding the conditions in Five Points, “a Health De-
partment report noted that the commodes ‘were in a most filthy and
disgusting condition; in several places there were accumulations of stag-
nant fluid, full of all sorts of putrifying matter, the effluvia from which
was intolerable.’ ”29 Landlords had little incentive to make substantial
improvements, such as connecting their properties to the Croton water
supply and to the sewers, especially when it was clear that they could
not pass on the cost of such improvements to their tenants in the form
of higher rents. As landlords let their properties deteriorate, their tax
assessments declined, netting them even greater profits. By minimizing
costs (improvements and taxes) and maximizing revenues (rents), land-
lords and other housing-market actors reaped substantial profits.30 For
the working-class and laborer residents, however, housing conditions—
the quality of the structure, presence of amenities, and crowding—were
bad and destined to grow worse.

The group that experienced by far the worst of the city’s housing was
African Americans. Although New York was not a place where African
Americans could live wherever they chose, the primary reason for their
concentration in the city’s poorest areas and lowest-quality housing was
their poverty. Discrimination and prejudice generally restricted African
Americans to the lowest-paying unskilled jobs, providing the typical
black New Yorker with few means to pay for housing. Indeed, the im-
portance of income as a predictor of blacks’ residential choices is evi-
denced by the fact that the city did not have the kind of distinct racial
ghettos that are familiar today. Instead, poor blacks lived interspersed
with poor whites, often sharing the same blocks if not the same houses.31

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, a significant black
settlement existed in Five Points. Named for the five-cornered intersec-
tion of Anthony, Orange, and Cross Streets, and located where today’s
Chinatown sits, Five Points was the city’s first notorious slum, serving
as home to some of the city’s poorest residents. Like other poor areas,
Five Points was ethnically diverse, housing poor immigrants from Ire-
land, Italy, and Germany, along with African Americans. By the 1830s,
the black population of Five Points began to decline, as many Afri-
can Americans relocated west and north into Greenwich Village, set-
tling largely on Bleecker, Sullivan, Thompson, McDougal, and Car-
mine Streets. Two factors speeded the African American departure from
Five Points. First, as immigration from Ireland increased after 1830,
the scores of poor and destitute new arrivals began competing with
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African-Americans for housing in Five Points; by 1860 the Five Points
area was predominantly Irish.32 Perhaps a more significant factor was
the racial tension and violence in the area, most clearly illustrated in
the 1834 anti-abolition race riot there. With the destruction of many
blacks’ homes and institutions and the wounding of several black area
residents, “the riot left the Five Points African American community
devastated, both physically and emotionally.”33 Afraid for their lives
and their homes, many black Five Pointers abandoned the area, hoping
for greater safety and peace uptown.

Thus, in the opening decades of the nineteenth century, the emergent
industrial economy spawned a number of important interrelated social,
economic, and spatial changes. Primary among these changes was the
increasing class differentiation, by various forms of consumption but
especially housing. Related to rising residential spatial segregation was
the growing class stratification in housing type, density, and conditions,
the upper classes residing in well-built single-family houses they owned,
while the working class paid rent to occupy aging boarding houses and
multiple-family dwellings in deteriorating condition. These class differ-
ences were partly the result of basic differences in the ability to pay for
higher-quality housing, but another contributing factor was the filtering
down, to those of lesser means, of the aging housing stock, whose dete-
rioration was hastened by the crowding required by inadequate incomes
and encouraged by profit-seeking landlords and landowners.

1840s–1880s

Between 1840 and 1880, the population of New York City more than
tripled in size, growing from almost 313,000 to just over 1,200,000.
While migrants from other states continued to arrive seeking opportuni-
ties in the expanding city, their contribution to the city’s growth was
dwarfed by the immigration from abroad. The arrival of hundreds of
thousands of unskilled and semiskilled young adult immigrants dramat-
ically transformed working-class life and culture.34 As the working class
became increasingly dominated by immigrants, growing class divisions
began to overlap with growing nativity-status divisions. As a result,
immigrants, because of their poverty and alien ways, became the objects
of growing reform movements, especially in the realm of housing.

A second dramatic impact of immigration was its effect on the racial/
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ethnic composition of the city’s population. This impact of immigration
is most clearly seen when we compare the changes in the white and
black subpopulations between 1840 and 1880. Numbering 296,352 in
1840, the city’s whites expanded fourfold over the period—a growth
outpacing that for the city’s population as a whole—reaching 1,185,843
at the time of the 1880 census. In contrast, the city’s black population
grew only 20 percent over the period, from 16,358 in 1840 to 19,663 in
1880. Rosenwaike argues that the growth of the city’s black population
had to derive from migration, given the very high mortality experienced
by this group. The very different rates of growth between blacks and
whites during the period resulted in a steep drop in the share of the
city’s population that consisted of blacks, from 5 to only 1.6 percent.35

Similar population movements were occurring in neighboring Brooklyn,
where blacks came to constitute only 2 percent of the population in
1860, after making up 27 percent sixty years earlier.36

Not only did the hundreds of thousands of immigrants arriving dur-
ing the period overwhelm the city’s black population numerically, but
their general lack of skills and capital meant that they also competed
directly with blacks for jobs and housing. In general, the greater num-
bers of white immigrants and stronger preferences for white than black
workers fueled large-scale racial turnover in many of the unskilled occu-
pations in which African Americans had previously concentrated (such
as barbers and domestic workers), seriously diminishing blacks’ em-
ployment opportunities and all but devastating the economic viability of
the African American community.37 In the realm of housing, because
there were no large and contiguous racial ghettos during this period, the
shared experience of poverty meant that white and black laborers basi-
cally lived in the same neighborhoods and sometimes shared the same
tenements. Yet while white immigrants—particularly the Irish—lived
interspersed among African Americans, racial tensions ran high, some-
times exploding in violence; the potential volatility of race relations was
most clearly demonstrated by the 1863 Draft Riots.

Immigration and the City

Two great waves of immigration occurred during the nineteenth cen-
tury. The first, starting in the 1830s and lasting until approximately the
1880s, originated largely from the countries of Western and Northern
Europe. The largest immigrant groups during the period were the Irish
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and Germans, primarily “because they were the most numerous of
those who experienced the profound economic and social changes in the
first half of the nineteenth century.”38 The second wave, beginning
around the 1880s and lasting into the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, consisted of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe, chiefly
Italians and Russians.

the irish and the germans

Between 1847 and 1860, over 1.1 million Irish and 979,575 Ger-
mans arrived at the Port of New York.39 Both groups had been present
in the city as early as the 1730s, but their relatively small communities
were overwhelmed by the volume of newcomers who arrived after
1840. The relative predominance of the two groups among all immi-
grants arriving at the Port of New York varied over time, with the Irish
constituting a much larger share of all immigrants until the 1850s.
Although the number of Germans exceeded that of the Irish arriving in
New York throughout most of the 1850s, at the close of the decade the
Irish again achieved numerical dominance. How many of these arrivals
at the Port of New York planned to stay in New York City is unknown.
Data for 1855–60 on the intended state of destination among immi-
grants arriving in New York suggest that the proportion of all immi-
grants indicating a destination who intended to stay in New York State
rose from slightly below 40 percent to just over half.40 However, ac-
cording to Richard Stott, in 1860 the city inspector estimated that only
about 14 percent of immigrants intended to stay in New York City.41

Others argue that a minority of immigrants arriving during the period
chose to remain in New York City, while most continued on to the Mid-
west to acquire farmland. Even if only a small proportion of all new-
comers decided to stay in New York City, the absolute numbers of
immigrants were so large that a dramatic impact on population size and
composition was inevitable.

The Irish and German immigrants who arrived during the period
shared many things in common. For one, they were generally young and
male.42 Stott reports that 50 percent of the immigrants arriving in 1850
from the British Isles were between the ages of fifteen and thirty, and 57
percent arriving between 1855 and 1860 were male. Stanley Nadel finds
a similarly disproportionate representation of young adults and men
among the German-born in New York in the early years of the 1845–80
period.43 Both Irish and German immigrants in general were motivated
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by economic considerations; when viewed in terms of “push” and
“pull” factors, economic changes and agricultural disasters in Europe—
most notably the potato famine in Ireland—during the period were
clear factors compelling many Irish and Germans to leave their home-
lands. These factors only compounded what was generally an abysmal
standard of living among European peasants. On the “pull” side, the
abundant opportunities for work in the growing economy of New York
City, particularly after the opening of the Erie Canal, offered the chance
for a better material standard of living. Outside the city, of course, were
opportunities in the Midwest to own land, which drew many to the
United States. However, conditions on both sides of the Atlantic were
clearly important; the waves of migrants ebbed during recessions and
the Civil War, but they rose again once the economy recovered or peace-
time returned.

The Irish who arrived prior to 1820 were religiously diverse and
largely from the northern portions of Ireland, whereas those arriving
after that date were predominantly Catholic and peasants, often arriv-
ing penniless and with at best only rudimentary skills. Once established
in New York, the Irish predominated in those occupations requiring the
fewest skills and paying the lowest wages. Indeed, in 1855 Irish immi-
grants represented approximately 87 percent of the city’s unskilled la-
borers, and this occupational category was the largest one for Irish-born
men. The Irish played a dominant role in building much of the city’s
infrastructure in the period, including docks, bridges, and railroad
tracks, and they also worked on the docks, offloading cargo from ships.
The Irish also worked in such service jobs as barbers, waiters, and do-
mestics, often displacing African American workers.44 As a consequence
of the low skill level of the Irish, and their predominance in fairly unsta-
ble jobs, the Irish in New York were in general quite poor, constituting
the majority of those receiving various forms of relief, including resi-
dence in the city’s almshouse.45

One consequence of the poverty of the Irish was their concentration
in very poor neighborhoods and in deteriorated housing. In 1820, the
core of the Irish community was located in the Sixth Ward, around the
Five Points slum. Because of the area’s relative affordability, the Irish
shared the neighborhood with other poor New Yorkers, notably African
Americans, Italians, and the city’s very small Chinese population. As a
result, Five Points was notorious not only for its poverty and its role as
a breeding ground for disease but also for the interracial liaisons that
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often occurred there. As the numbers of newcomers outpaced the ca-
pacity of the area to house them, the community spread east into the
Fourth Ward, closer to the docks and shipyards that provided employ-
ment. Despite the concentration of Irish in these older lower wards, the
Irish were in fact spread out throughout the city, as the need for un-
skilled labor in different areas—and particularly the need for household
servants—brought many to areas far from the established ethnic com-
munity. For example, the Irish laborers working on the construction of
the Croton High Bridge settled in Highbridge in the Bronx, and those
who worked for the New York and Harlem Railroad settled in the vil-
lages growing alongside new stations, such as Melrose, Morrisania, and
Tremont in the Bronx. Similarly, Irish laborers who built turnpikes and
drained meadows in Queens settled in Astoria, and in Brooklyn, settle-
ments emerged around the Navy Yard, in the village of Bedford, and in
Red Hook. As a result, the level of segregation of the Irish from the
non-Irish was quite low. Indeed, the average ward-level Irish–non-Irish
indices of dissimilarity for the 1855–75 period was only 17, an ex-
tremely low level of residential segregation.46

In contrast to the Irish, the Germans arriving in New York were
more likely to possess some skills and to be literate, having originated in
regions from which artisans were disproportionately likely to emigrate.
In addition, some German immigrants were able to arrive with some
capital derived from the selling of their interests at home, whereas the
Irish who arrived were largely without much, if any, money. The higher
skill levels of German immigrants formed a formidable advantage, en-
abling them to assimilate more rapidly than the Irish—despite the seri-
ous handicap of a foreign language—and to achieve other forms of
social and economic mobility. Indeed, while Irish men almost uniformly
joined the ranks of the laboring classes and some Germans too experi-
enced poverty, many other Germans were able to put their skills and
capital to work, opening up small corner groceries, newsstands, bak-
eries, and butcher shops. Skilled German immigrants also specialized in
breweries, piano making, cigar making, and printing.

The German neighborhood, Kleindeutschland, was already the larg-
est residential concentration of the German-born in the city by 1820.
Originally concentrated in the Tenth and Thirteenth Wards, when the
great streams of newcomers began arriving in the 1840s, the neighbor-
hood began expanding north, into the newer Eleventh and Seventeenth
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Wards. Ultimately, Kleindeutschland was bounded by the Bowery on
the west, the East River to the east, Division Street to the south, and
Fourteenth Street to the north. Although identified as a German en-
clave, Kleindeutschland was—like other ethnic neighborhoods—ethni-
cally heterogeneous, including among its residents Irish and English as
well as native-born Americans. Moreover, the Germans themselves were
quite heterogeneous, with immigrants from the various German states
differing in language, culture, and religion. As a result, within Klein-
deutschland itself were smaller communities of Bavarians, Prussians,
and other German subgroups, as well as communities organized along
the lines of religion. Yet when we consider the Germans as a whole and
compare them to the Irish, the evidence shows the Germans to have
been more residentially concentrated than the Irish, with an average
ward-level German–non-German index of dissimilarity of 29 for 1855–
75.47 Although the Germans were more concentrated than the Irish, an
index of dissimilarity of 29 still represents a very low level of segrega-
tion, at least when compared to current levels for certain groups, such
as African Americans.

immigrants’ housing conditions

For both groups, the variety in locations translated into varying
housing conditions. The Irish who “lived in” as domestics may have ex-
perienced the best possible housing conditions, by virtue of working for
more-affluent households in newer neighborhoods. Other immigrants
occupied relatively decent housing, such as in the newer portions of
Kleindeutschland, but the poorest of the newcomers, particularly the
Irish, had few housing options and ended up living in shanties made of
whatever materials they could find. Others who could afford to pay rent
typically could not afford to pay much, and thus their lot tended to be
the meanest of slum housing. As wealthier residents began relocating
uptown to newer wards, the houses they left behind were converted
to nonresidential use or were divided up for use as boarding houses
or multiple-family dwellings. Those houses experiencing the last fate
were the city’s earliest tenements, dubbed “barracks” by later reformers,
where families lived in small, dark, and poorly ventilated rooms. Other
housing opportunities were found in rear tenements, shabbily built
buildings located behind preexisting housing, accessible only through
narrow alleyways. The walls of such buildings were often flush with
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those of neighboring buildings, or were hard by backyard privies, re-
sulting in very little light or fresh air. Other newcomers with few means
to live anywhere else ended up in basements, attics, sheds, and stables.
Cellar dwellers paid some of the lowest rents and experienced some of
the most miserable conditions, their quarters being dark, damp, and
poorly ventilated. The population living in basements and cellars ex-
panded dramatically as a consequence of the great waves of Irish and
German immigration; just under 7,200 persons lived in basements and
cellars in 1843, but before twenty years had passed more than 29,000
lived in such conditions.

The housing supply in the lower wards of Manhattan, already in
short supply by the 1820s, was overwhelmed by the thousands of new-
comers pouring in after 1840. The pressing need for working-class
housing, combined with developments in the construction industry, of-
fered substantial profits, which provided the impetus for building specu-
lators to start focusing on the working-class market.48 Indeed, it is in
this period, the mid- to late 1840s, that those tenements built expressly
to house multiple families began to appear in New York. In the lower
wards, these new tenant houses tended to be built as rear houses or to
replace other structures demolished because of fire, overuse, or old age.
Yet, in the areas undergoing rapid development after 1845, between
Fourteenth and Twenty-third Streets in the Fifteenth, Sixteenth, and
Seventeenth Wards, tenements were the main form of residential con-
struction. This was especially the case in the newer portions of Klein-
deutschland (in the Seventeenth Ward), where the cumulative market
power of residents helped to make tenement construction profitable. In
general, most of the new tenements were stripped-down versions of the
row houses developers had been producing uptown for middle- and
upper-class households; developers realized that keeping such structures
plain in ornamentation and devoid of all amenities (save, perhaps, for
stoves), they could turn a profit within the working-class market.49

Profits were also maximized by making use of practically all the
space available in the standard 25-by-100 foot lots created by the grid
plan; tenements often covered more than 90 percent of the 100-foot
depth of the lot and rose to five or six stories. The internal hallways
were dark due to the absence of windows, and stairways were narrow,
steep, and pitch dark. The apartments within were dubbed “railroad
flats” since the rooms were lined up in a row like train cars. In such a
situation, only the rooms at the front and rear of the building received

64 | Immigration, Race/Ethnicity, and Housing in New York through 1970



light, yet frequently the presence of back buildings blocked the light
from rear windows. Indeed,

usually such a building contained a narrow hall opening from a street
or court; on each floor, including the cellar, two suites of rooms opened
into the hall. Front and rear rooms of the building contained windows,
but the bedrooms and closets in the middle were dark. In most cases
there was another tenement in the back yard, frequently altogether en-
closed and accessible only through an alley. Alongside these buildings
and in the yards were many little irregular frame structures, some in
dilapidated condition, serving partly as sheds and partly as homes for
the overflow of the tenements. Such haphazard combinations of front
and rear buildings on the same lot created an intricate array of rear
courts and alleys, notoriously dark, foul-smelling, and encumbered with
accumulations of filth.50

Although the construction of new tenements helped to reduce the size of
the cellar-dwelling population, this new housing form combined with
the massive inflows of immigrants to produce ever-increasing neighbor-
hood densities. Indeed, the average number of persons per acre in the
seven wards below Canal Street rose from 94.5 in 1820 to 163.5 in
1850, while the corresponding average block densities rose from 157.5
to 272.5 persons in the same period.51

The new tenements initially provided somewhat better housing op-
tions for the poor and working class than did their alternatives, yet they
soon proved to be less than adequate. Indeed, when sanitation officials
and reformers inspected the relatively recently built tenements in the
late 1840s and early 1850s, they noted that the generally inferior con-
struction and “contracted scale” of the buildings caused noticeable de-
terioration in conditions. The intensive crowding that prevailed in tene-
ment districts also magnified the dangers of fire and especially conta-
gious disease. As a result, mortality rates in these areas began climbing
rapidly. In the city as a whole, death rates had been rising steadily since
about 1820, and in the late 1850s the mortality rate in New York ex-
ceeded that in all other large American cities.52 Yet mortality was al-
ways higher in poorer neighborhoods, as the combination of poverty,
little available clean water, crowding, and poor sanitary conditions pro-
vided the conditions necessary for the spread of endemic diseases like
diarrhea and tuberculosis. Not coincidentally, it was also in the poorest
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wards where epidemic diseases, such as yellow fever, cholera, and ty-
phoid/typhus, took their greatest toll.53 In 1856, while one out of fifty-
five persons in the city’s most affluent ward died, one out of twenty-
three persons died in the poorest ward.54

The Birth of Housing Policy: The Early Years of
Tenement Reform, 1864–1879

By 1840 it had become common opinion that the conditions in ten-
ant neighborhoods posed the primary threat to the city’s general health,
as well as to its morals. In his 1842 report, The Sanitary Conditions of
the Laboring Population, the city inspector and physician John Griscom
pointed specifically to the crowding and lack of ventilation of working-
class dwellings as the primary causes of the city’s bad health conditions,
and he pointed to crowding in particular as the cause of what was seen
as the moral degradation of the poor.

Multiple families living in close quarters not only produced a vitiated
atmosphere, but also “an indifference to the common decencies of life,
and a disregard of the sacred obligations of moral propriety, which
result in a depressing effect upon the physiological energies, and power-
fully heighten the susceptibility to aggravate the type, and render more
difficult the cure, of diseases among them.” Not only did early death
follow, but such conditions also sapped the capacity of individuals to
take responsibility for their own lives and well-being of their families.55

Identifying the link between bad housing conditions and the city’s
overall well-being was one matter, but deciding precisely who was to
blame and how to remedy the situation was another. In an era of lais-
sez-faire capitalism, it was virtually impossible to view housing specula-
tors and primary landlords as responsible for the prevailing conditions,
especially when these housing-market actors formed a key political con-
stituency needed to pass any form of housing-reform legislation. Indeed,
“the urban real estate speculator resented community control over his
domain. He, not the community, would determine the level of structural
and sanitary standards. . . . In an age of liberal capitalism, the right of
one kind of entrepreneur to pursue his economic destiny was the same
as any other.”56 Instead, Griscom identified the sublandlord as the per-
son responsible for the housing conditions of the poor, equating the
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sublandlord’s pursuit of profit with extortion while arguing that the pri-
mary landlord’s pursuit of profit was justified.

Perhaps recognizing the need to win over the business community
in his effort to improve the housing conditions of the poor, Griscom
couched his appeals for housing reform in terms of its potential effect
on the city’s economy and labor force. Stressing that inadequate hous-
ing produced a chronically ill labor force, he argued that unless regula-
tions were instituted, taxpayers would ultimately bear the expense of
diminished productivity and of the charity required to support those
who would become paupers upon the premature death of the primary
earner.

Griscom’s proposed reforms had two basic emphases that would
frame efforts at housing reform for the rest of the century. First, Gris-
com called for various forms of restrictive legislation, arguing that the
legislature should require landlords to provide tenants with adequate
space, fresh air, and light and should also ban the use of cellars. To alle-
viate overcrowding and its consequences, he called for a limit on the
number of residents per building and for regulations that would hold
landlords responsible for building maintenance. To ensure compliance,
Griscom also called for the creation of a Board of Health staffed by
medical experts to replace the politically corrupt health-warden sys-
tem. Moreover, he proposed that inspectors from such a new Board of
Health be given the authority to identify and close places judged unfit
for human habitation.

The second emphasis of Griscom’s proposals centered on the con-
struction of model tenements that would feature building standards
conducive to the improved health of their residents. Rather than blam-
ing the rich for the deplorable housing conditions of the poor, Griscom
appealed to benevolent capitalists to provide new and decent housing
for a fair profit. “[B]uilt by the individual capitalist or company which
voluntarily limited profits in favor of higher structural and sanitary
conditions than those found in the ordinary speculative tenement . . .
[m]odel tenements, sound investments rather than speculative adven-
tures, might reap diminished profits but investors would be rewarded by
the pleasure of having served the poor.”57

In this effort Griscom was joined by the Association for the Improve-
ment of the Condition of the Poor (AICP), which not only championed
the idea of the model tenement but also sponsored one that was built
in the area of Elizabeth and Mott Streets. With rents in its eighty-seven
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suites of apartments at $5.50 to $8.50 a month, it was expected to re-
turn a profit of 6 percent.58 However, it proved to be a financial failure
and was ultimately declared unfit for human habitation in the 1880s,
ironically by its original sponsor, the AICP. Other efforts at building
model tenements were also pursued in various parts of Manhattan and
Brooklyn, but the prevalence of alternative investment opportunities
yielding far higher profits meant that this housing-reform tactic would
never achieve much success.59

Although Griscom’s and the AICP’s efforts to have housing-reform
legislation enacted ultimately proved futile, subsequent events—includ-
ing the economic crisis of 1857, riots in 1849 and 1857, and the draft
riots of 1863—clarified in the minds of the elite the connection between
poverty and squalor in tenement districts and social division, unrest,
and instability. Pressure mounted for some form of government inter-
vention in the tenement problem. In 1864 the Citizen’s Association ap-
pointed a special subcommittee, the Council of Hygiene, to carry out a
detailed survey of the city’s housing and sanitary problems. The coun-
cil’s report identified 15,511 tenements (defined as structures with three
or more families), housing a total population of 486,000.60 When the
15,224 persons living in cellars are added to the population in tene-
ments, the 501,224 tenement and cellar dwellers represented more than
half of the city’s total population.61 In addition, the highest number of
tenements and the largest tenement population were found in the Elev-
enth and Seventeenth Wards (2,049 and 1,890 tenements, and 64,254
and 63,766 residents, respectively), which formed the northern part of
Kleindeutschland.

The Council of Hygiene’s 1864 report formed the basis of the state’s
1866 legislation that created minimum standards for housing construc-
tion in the city and the state’s first comprehensive housing law, the Ten-
ement House Act of 1867. The 1867 act focused largely on the struc-
tural aspects of housing, identifying proper room dimensions and ceil-
ing heights, creating provisions for ventilation and light, and requiring a
minimum of one water closet for every twenty residents. Previously, one
water closet would serve the needs of a hundred residents. However, the
legislation failed to limit the proportion of a lot that a tenement could
cover, and it left many of its provisions couched in vague and unen-
forceable terms. As an example, although the law required the provision
of fire escapes, “by leaving the approval of the form of egress up to the
inspector, even an inconveniently located wooden ladder . . . satisfied
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the legal requirements.”62 However weak and vague its provisions, the
1867 law represented at least in principle the acceptance of the idea that
the community had the right to limit the freedom of tenement builders
and landlords and thus was a promise of things to come.

The Tenement House Act of 1879 was the next major piece of hous-
ing-reform legislation and revised a number of provisions of the 1867
act. In particular, the 1879 legislation required that every tenement
bedroom have a window. This requirement ultimately gave rise to the
“dumbbell tenement,” which was to serve as the typical, if not the sole,
type of working-class multiple dwelling to be built until 1901, when the
next significant piece of housing-reform legislation was passed. Dumb-
bell tenements were not only built in lower Manhattan but all over the
island and in the Bronx as well; twenty thousand were constructed in
the two boroughs alone between 1880 and 1900, with nearly one-third
of these built uptown in Yorkville and Harlem.63 The proliferation of
dumbbell tenements created the foundation for new working-class and
immigrant neighborhoods outside the traditional receiving areas.

The dumbbell tenement was typically five or six stories high on a
standard 25-by-100-foot lot and contained fourteen rooms to a floor,
half on each side of the building. Flush toilets were located in the hall-
way of each floor, near the central stairway. The rooms in each apart-
ment were arranged in a straight line just as they were in earlier tene-
ments, with the front four on each side constituting one apartment and
the rear three a separate apartment. Of the fourteen rooms on each
floor, ten relied on a narrow air shaft, an indentation separating neigh-
boring buildings but enclosed on all sides, for light and air. These nar-
row air shafts were typically only about 28 inches in width and quickly
proved to be more hazardous than beneficial to the well-being of resi-
dents. In addition to conducting noise and odors between apartments,
the air shaft was a fire hazard, often conveying flames from one story to
the next.

Thus, during the period from the 1840s to around 1880, New York
experienced a number of new developments. For one, the city received
its first epic flow of immigrants, dominated by Irish and German peas-
ants and laborers seeking a better material standard of living. The
arrival of tens of thousands of new immigrants gave rise to new ethnic
neighborhoods located largely in the lower wards of the island. Initially
crowded in subdivided single-family houses, new arrivals lived in hous-
ing of far lower quality than that of the more affluent uptown, and the
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poorest competed with the city’s blacks for housing and jobs. Shifts in
the economy and the housing market gave rise to the development of
the tenement, the first form of housing built expressly for residence by
more than one family. Although the early tenements initially appeared
to alleviate some of the worst aspects of working-class housing condi-
tions, they soon proved to be just as inadequate. The dismal living con-
ditions of the working class became linked in the minds of the elite with
the city’s misfortunes, including high mortality and morbidity and social
unrest, and thus became a focus of housing reformers. As a result, the
nation’s first pieces of housing legislation were passed with the intent to
rectify some aspects of the tenement-house problem. Although vaguely
worded and lacking enforcement, the Tenement House Act of 1867 rep-
resented the right of the community to intervene in the affairs of hous-
ing speculators and landlords, potent economic actors, and to protect
(at least in principle) the health and well-being of working-class and
other poor residents. Toward the end of the period, the dumbbell tene-
ment was introduced in an ill-fated effort to achieve improved building
standards within the limitations of the 25-by-100-foot lot. The dumb-
bell tenement was to predominate among all forms of working-class
housing up to the end of the nineteenth century and thus was built not
only in Manhattan’s lower wards but also in emerging tenement dis-
tricts elsewhere on the island, as well as in the Bronx and Brooklyn.

1880s–1920s

In the forty years straddling the turn of the twentieth century, New
York City experienced a number of significant events that would indeli-
bly change the city’s character, both in its population and its geography.
The first such event was the consolidation of New York, Kings, Queens,
Bronx, and Richmond counties into Greater New York City on January
1, 1898. On a single day, the city became the most extensive geographi-
cally and the most populous city in the nation.

A second event that powerfully shaped the city’s character was demo-
graphic: a shift in the immigrant stream from Western and Northern
Europe to Southern and Eastern Europe. As shown in figure 2.1, the Irish
and the Germans continued to settle in the city, but the inflow of immi-
grants from these and other countries in Western and Northern Europe
began to decline, as the social and economic conditions in these countries
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began to improve. In place of these “old” immigrants emerged increas-
ing numbers of “new” immigrants originating from countries in Eastern
and Southern Europe, notably Italy, Russia, Poland, Austria-Hungary,
and Romania. What began as a trickle of immigrants from these coun-
tries in the 1870s and 1880s gained strength and became far more of a
flood, especially around the turn of the twentieth century. The influx of
Italians and Jews from Eastern Europe among the full range of immi-
grants from Eastern and Southern Europe would alter not only the city’s
ethnic composition but also the geographic organization of its ethnic
communities, as new immigrants succeeded older immigrants in the city’s
ethnic communities. In addition, the rising numbers of newcomers led to
a worsening of housing problems in the lower wards; “[a]s older resi-
dents retreated before the flood of newcomers, living quarters in lower
Manhattan became progressively more unkempt and dangerous.”64
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A second demographic shift to occur during the 1880–1920 period
was the tremendous surge in the city’s black population. The 60,666
blacks counted in the 1900 census would have at least an additional
90,000 added to their ranks by 1920, with over 170,000 more count-
ed in the 1930 census (for a total black population in that year of
327,706).65 A large portion of this impressive growth was due to the
arrival of blacks from the South. Blacks had been leaving the South
since the end of the Civil War, with more than 80,000 leaving between
1870 and 1890, followed by over 100,000 each in the 1890s and 1900s
and another half million during the “Great Migration” of 1910–20.66

New York was a primary destination for many Southern migrants, espe-
cially those from Virginia and the Carolinas, and increasingly, as the
years passed, those from Georgia and Florida. The substantial inflow of
Southern-born blacks overcame the depressing effects of high mortality
on the size of the black population, allowing the black share of the total
population to edge up to approximately 4 percent in 1930.67

Another contributing factor to the growth in the black population
during the period was the significant arrival of black immigrants. The
1900 census counted in the city 3,552 foreign-born blacks,68 whose ori-
gins lay mostly in the West Indies. Most of these immigrant blacks were
fairly new to the city, having arrived only during the previous decade.
Philip Kasinitz notes rising numbers of Caribbean-born blacks arriving
each year, from 412 in 1899, to 832 in 1902, to 2,174 in 1903 and
5,633 in 1907. The number of new arrivals then stabilized at between
5,000 and 8,000 per year, reaching a peak of 12,243 in 1924.69 The
foreign-born black community in New York City was the largest in
the nation, with a total count of over 54,000 in 1930.70 Data from the
1920 and 1930 censuses indicate that the percent of all foreign-born
blacks living in the city rose from just over 41 percent to just under 56
percent, an increase resulting from the tendency of new arrivals to settle
in New York. Moreover, the share of all foreign-born blacks who settled
in New York City rose from less than 20 percent among those arriving
before 1901 to just under 70 percent of those arriving in the decade pre-
ceding the 1930 census.71

Foreign-born blacks arriving in New York in the early decades of
the twentieth century tended to settle among native-born blacks rather
than form the kind of ethnic neighborhoods that European immigrants
had.72 The dramatic growth among all blacks in the period contributed
to another event that changed the character of the city, namely, the
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emergence around 1910 of Harlem as the capital of black New York.
As mentioned, prior to this time, blacks had lived interspersed among
whites, although individual blocks or tenements may have been pre-
dominantly, if not all, black. Black neighborhoods, insofar as they ex-
isted at all, were typically only a block or two in length and thus had
neither the size nor the density of the black neighborhoods that exist
today in New York and other cities. Indeed, black areas of the era were
neither predominantly black nor did they house the majority of the
city’s blacks. The relative integration of blacks in New York in the mid-
dle nineteenth century is reflected in the ward-level index of dissimilar-
ity for 1860, which stood at 40.6,73 a level of segregation that falls in
the moderate range and is far lower than the city’s level of 83.9 in
2000.74 In the nineteenth century and earlier, income predominated over
race as a determinant of residential location. Osofsky in his 1971 study,
Harlem: The Making of a Ghetto, Negro New York, 1890–1930, ar-
gues that the dramatic growth in the black population beginning in the
late nineteenth century may have been the most important factor ac-
counting for the development of the city’s first large contiguous racial
ghetto; indeed, he argues that some neighborhood was destined to be-
come home to the majority of the city’s blacks and that it was simply
the peculiar circumstances of the time that caused Harlem to assume
this role.

Finally, this period witnessed the beginning of Puerto Rican migra-
tion to the city, as well as growth in the city’s Chinese population and
the ensuing solidification of Chinatown as a Chinese enclave. Although
a few Puerto Ricans were found in the city as early as 1890, migration
to the mainland began soon after the island of Puerto Rico was ceded to
the United States at the end of the Spanish-American War in 1898.75

Like European immigrants before them, the earliest of the Puerto Rican
migrants settled near job opportunities, and thus new settlements arose
in East Harlem, the Lower East Side, and near the Brooklyn Navy
Yard.76 A very small Chinese population was present in the city in the
mid-nineteenth century, consisting largely of sailors and merchants who
were active in trade between China and the United States.77 Most of
these individuals were in the city only temporarily, as most of the Chi-
nese immigration to the United States during the period consisted of
“sojourners,” who were looking to make a fortune to bring back to
their villages in the Canton (now Guangdong) region.78 The Chinese
were concentrated in the Five Points slum, and the community began to
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grow after 1880 when Chinese laborers, escaping the increasingly viru-
lent and violent anti-Chinese sentiment on the West Coast, began arriv-
ing in large numbers. The area became known as Chinatown, and it
became a refuge for its residents from the hostilities and discrimination
of the majority-white society.79 The anger, frustration, and political ac-
tivism of the white working class, with whom Chinese laborers had
competed for work in the West, culminated in the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882, the first piece of immigration legislation to ban a group
based on its nationality. The 1882 act and other related legislation
passed through the early 1890s prevented any further Chinese immigra-
tion to the United States, which also meant that the Chinese who were
in the country could not have their families come and join them. As a
result, the sex ratio among Chinese was grossly imbalanced, and China-
towns throughout the United States remained “bachelor” societies.

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was one of a series of legislative
moves made during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to
meet increasing demands for immigration restriction. During the period,
nativist sentiments were growing throughout the country, and were
becoming increasingly racist in nature. Specifically, nativists used the
work of eugenicists to argue that certain groups of immigrants—par-
ticularly those of Asian origin and those from the nations of Southern
and Eastern Europe—were inferior to persons of Western and Northern
European stock and would never assimilate into American society. Ulti-
mately, such fears gave rise to a series of quota-based laws in the 1920s,
culminating in the National Origins Quota system, which was put into
effect in 1929.80 This system limited the total number of immigrants
to 150,000 per year, and each European country received visas in pro-
portion to that country’s representation among all whites counted in
the 1920 census. It thus assured that the number of new arrivals from
Southern and Eastern Europe would be far below what it had been
prior to World War I, as well as below the numbers to arrive from West-
ern and Northern Europe.81 Because the quota-based system dramati-
cally limited immigration from the countries that had been sending
large numbers to New York City during the previous three decades,
they had a significant effect not only on the size of the inflows but
also on the longevity of the city’s ethnic neighborhoods. Because of the
upward mobility experienced by the city’s white ethnics during this
period, the continuing inflow of coethnics was vital to maintaining
ethnic institutions and cultures. The restrictive new legislation caused
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many of the city’s white ethnic working-class neighborhoods to begin to
disintegrate.82

From North and West to South and East: Changes in the
City’s Newest Arrivals from Europe

By the 1880s, a significant number of German immigrants and their
descendants had entered the middle class, so many that some scholars
have identified the middle class in that year as being “largely German”
in ethnic composition.83 Along with rising class status came geographic
dispersion out of Kleindeutschland. Upwardly mobile Germans estab-
lished settlements in Yorkville (located between Seventy-second and
100th Streets, east of Lexington Avenue), which by World War I would
become identified as the center of the city’s German community. Others
with means moved to Central Harlem, occupying new town houses
built especially for middle-class residents, while still others moved to
Brooklyn, particularly Williamsburg, and to Astoria in Queens. As a
result of this dispersion out of Kleindeutschland, first- and second-gen-
eration Germans were fairly well integrated with native whites of native
parentage in 1920; the tract-level index of dissimilarity for the two
groups was 28 in that year.84

The Irish, who were poorer than the Germans to begin with, took
longer to achieve a solid footing in the middle class, with the “lace
curtain” Irish appearing only toward the end of the century. Up until
World War I, most Irish in the city remained solidly working class,
occupying not only the traditional downtown wards but also other
working-class areas in Chelsea and particularly Hell’s Kitchen, the area
bounded by Fifty-seventh Street on the north and Thirty-fourth Street
on the south and running west from Ninth to Twelfth Avenue. By about
1890, however, many of Irish parentage had entered the middle class
as entrepreneurs, lower-level managerial and clerical workers, and
municipal employees courtesy of the group’s affiliation with Tammany
Hall, and they began moving uptown to newer communities on both
the west and east sides of Manhattan. In addition, the availability of
better housing in Washington Heights and Inwood in northern Manhat-
tan attracted many Irish households, and new Irish settlements also
developed in Long Island City, Woodside, Sunnyside, and Rockaway
Beach in Queens. As was the case with the Germans, by 1920 first- and
second-generation Irish were not very segregated from native whites
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of native parentage; the tract-level index of dissimilarity between the
groups was 29.85

While improvements in their economic means pulled many Germans
and Irish out of the old ethnic neighborhoods to newer areas (a process
described by the spatial assimilation model), a significant push factor
was the crowding of thousands of new immigrants into already heavily
congested tenement districts in the lower wards. Like the Irish and Ger-
mans before them, the Italians and Jews of the “new” immigration ar-
rived with few means and had to settle in older areas where rents were
the least expensive and where they could easily find and walk to work.
The combination of growing residential opportunities outside lower
Manhattan (a result of expanding transportation lines) and the large
inflows of poor newcomers produced large-scale ethnic neighborhood
turnover, largely from Irish to Italian predominance and from German
to Jewish predominance.

The size of the new immigration was quite large. Between 1880 and
1910, approximately 1.4 million Eastern European Jews arrived in New
York, with the result that Jews constituted fully one-fourth of the city’s
population in 1910.86 Similarly, the number of foreign-born Italians in
Manhattan and Brooklyn more than doubled between 1880 and 1890
(rising from 23,411 to 49,514), and the respective number for the con-
solidated Greater New York region doubled yet again between 1900
and 1910 (rising from 145,433 to 340,770).87 One consequence of such
large inflows of new immigrants was a substantial reordering of the
city’s ethnic groups. Persons of Russian and Italian parentage were the
fourth- and fifth-largest groups among whites in New York in 1900,
but by 1930 they had moved up to the second and third ranks, respec-
tively.88 A second consequence was simple population growth; between
1900 and 1910, the white population of the city grew by about 1.3 mil-
lion (while the entire population of the city grew by 1.33 million). The
year 1910 was also the year in which the percentage of foreign-born
residents in the city peaked, at 40.8 percent.89

the italians and the jews

Prior to the start of the large inflows in the last decades of the nine-
teenth century, a small colony of Italians existed in the Five Points area,
especially around Mulberry Bend. The population of just under 1,500
foreign-born Italians in 1860 originated largely from the north of Italy
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and represented a variety of occupations, including rag pickers, musi-
cians, and artists. Most, however, worked at unskilled jobs or on the
nearby wharves.

After 1860, economic conditions in Italy deteriorated, prompting
thousands to leave. As a result, the once small colony in New York be-
gan to grow, reaching some 12,000 by the 1880 census. With competi-
tion for housing already intense in the congested Sixth Ward, the colony
began spreading into the adjacent Fourteenth Ward, which soon became
identified as “Little Italy.” Although the general area was identified with
Italians, it was not composed exclusively of Italians but housed other
ethnicities as well. Moreover, within the Italian settlement, clusters
formed of compatriots from specific towns and regions.

The Italians arriving in the city after 1880 were largely illiterate peas-
ants and laborers originating from agricultural regions of Southern Italy
and Sicily. Men dominated among Italian immigrants, as did the young.
In fact, 80 percent of Italian immigrants arriving between 1880 and
1910 were male, and 83 percent were between the ages of fourteen and
forty-four. Especially in the early years, the dominant goal of Italian
immigrants was to make enough money to return home and purchase
land. Indeed, the temporary nature of the Italian migration is illustrated
by the finding that for every hundred Italians arriving during the 1892–
96 period, forty-three would return home, and seventy-three would
return home for every hundred arriving during the 1907–11 period.90

However, what began as a temporary, male-dominated migration even-
tually evolved into a family-oriented flow, as married men returned
home to bring their wives and children back, and unmarried men re-
turned home to find spouses with whom they could establish families in
America. In any case, the primary motivation for immigration among
Italians was economic, either to achieve an improved economic position
back in Italy or to secure a better life in New York than was possible
at home.

Arriving with few if any skills, like the Irish before them, Italians
after 1880 took their place at the bottom of the occupation ladder. In
1900, more than 60 percent of Italian men were in unskilled and semi-
skilled occupations.91 Many worked in the construction trades, building
much of the infrastructure required for the continued growth of the city.
Italian laborers played a prominent role in building the subway
system in the first decade of the twentieth century, digging tunnels and
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laying tracks. Italian laborers also paved streets and built bridges and
reservoirs. As more factories were built in the city, many Italian men
took jobs in manufacturing.

After 1900, many Italians began moving uptown and to the Bronx
and Brooklyn, largely following the Irish but also following geographi-
cally determined job opportunities. That is, as was the case with the
Irish, to a very large degree Italian residential location was determined
by place of work. Those who worked on the subway system settled
near the expanding lines, and those who built bridges or reservoirs set-
tled nearby those sites. A notable community developed in East Harlem
stretching from about 106th to 116th Streets running east from Third
Avenue to the East River. Originally settled in the 1870s as a shanty
town of Italian laborers brought uptown to act as strikebreakers, East
Harlem quickly became a primary destination of Italian immigrants
seeking work on the expanding transit lines and in housing construction
throughout Harlem.92 Yet no matter where they settled, because of their
low earnings and limited disposable income, the housing that Italians
occupied was of poor quality. Those replacing the out-moving Irish in-
herited aging and rundown tenements that lacked most amenities and
whose deterioration had been hastened by years of overuse through
overcrowding. But even among those immigrants acquiring fairly new
housing, such as those moving to East Harlem, the quality of housing
remained poor, largely because the new tenements they could afford
were built specifically for the working class, using substandard materi-
als and methods and following the dumbbell design that facilitated
overcrowding and ill health. By World War I, Italians and their descen-
dants had begun to enter the middle class and to move to improved
housing in better areas, including the Bronx, which was viewed by some
as the “ultimate in geographic attainment.”93 However, because of the
recency of their arrival in New York, first- and second-generation Ital-
ians were fairly segregated from native whites of native parentage in
1920, as revealed by the value of 63 on the index of dissimilarity.94

The Italians leaving East Harlem were increasingly replaced by newly
arriving Puerto Rican migrants, igniting the process of neighborhood
transition.

In contrast to the Italian migration, the Jewish migration was more
of a family migration. Far more women, children, and elderly were
counted among the Jews than was the case for any other European im-
migrant groups; between 1899 and 1910, 43 percent of all Eastern Eu-
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ropean Jewish immigrants were women, compared to 22 percent among
southern Italians, and fully 25 percent of Jewish immigrants were
younger than fourteen, compared to 12 percent among all immigrants.95

Jewish immigrants were also far more likely than the Italians to be liter-
ate and to possess skills, as well as to have had some experience living
in towns and urban areas, especially those arriving after 1900. More-
over, the Jewish migration was far more likely to be permanent; during
the 1908–10 period, while overall thirty-two immigrants left America
for every hundred who arrived, the comparable number of returnees
among Jews was eight.96 The Jews coming to America not only were
seeking a better life in an economic sense but were also fleeing wide-
spread persecution in their homelands, especially those emigrating from
Russia. In essence, for many Jews from Eastern Europe, there really was
no place to return to.

In the early years of the Eastern European Jewish migration, new-
comers clustered in and around Kleindeutschland. Indeed, as upwardly
mobile Germans began leaving Kleindeutschland, Eastern European
Jews replaced them, resulting in the lower portions of the area (the
Tenth and Thirteenth Wards), along with the Eleventh Ward, gaining
greater fame as the Jewish Lower East Side than they had as Klein-
deutschland. The geographic concentration of Jewish immigrants in the
early years of the migration was quite high, with the Lower East Side
containing fully 75 percent of the city’s Jews in 1892.97 As a result, den-
sities in the area, particularly the Tenth Ward, rose precipitously, from
432.2 persons per acre in 1880 to 701.9 persons per acre in 1894. In
fact, in 1894, the Tenth Ward had the highest density of all Manhattan’s
wards, followed by its neighbors the Eleventh Ward (446.9 persons per
acre) and the Thirteenth Ward (543.7 persons per acre).98 Thus, the
Jewish Lower East Side as a whole had the worst population congestion
problems of all areas in the city, including areas of Italian settlement. A
contributing factor to the higher densities in Jewish than Italian areas in
lower Manhattan was the fact that the Jewish wards had been the locus
of high levels of tenement construction; in the Tenth Ward alone, the
number of tenements had more than doubled in the final two decades of
the nineteenth century.99 In addition, Jewish districts tended to house
light industry, with tenements serving as both residence and sweatshop.
In contrast, the Italian areas of lower Manhattan housed warehouses
and some factories, which occupied space without adding residents.

Although Jewish housing conditions can be said to have been worse
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than Italian housing conditions when population density is considered,
when the conditions of the actual units is considered, it appears that the
Italians lived in lower-quality units. Thomas Kessner cites a report writ-
ten by investigators of the Immigrant Commission which studied 472
Russian Jewish ghetto apartments and 419 southern Italian dwellings.
The investigators rated 34 percent of the Jewish dwellings as being in
“good” condition, 57 percent as being in “fair” condition, and only 9
percent as deserving a rating of “poor.” In contrast, among the apart-
ments occupied by Italians, only 17 percent were rated as “good,” 49
percent as “fair,” and fully 34 percent as “poor.” The variation in rated
quality correlated with differences in rents, given that the Jewish house-
holds were paying an average of about three dollars more a month in
rent while also occupying larger apartments on average (3.55 rooms
versus 3.12 rooms for the Italians).100

The predominance of the Lower East Side as the focus of Jewish life
in the city was already on the wane before the nineteenth century drew
to a close. As early as 1890 a considerable movement out of the area to
other parts of Manhattan and to Brooklyn was already under way. One
factor influencing this dispersion was rising status among many Jewish
immigrants, enabling them to afford better accommodations in less-
congested areas. Yet, for New York’s Jews, residential dispersion was
also a function of the reduced capacity of the Lower East Side to ac-
commodate the thousands who kept arriving. As a result of the creation
of parks, the widening of streets, and the construction of the Williams-
burg and Manhattan bridges (1903 and 1909, respectively), tens of
thousands of housing units were demolished, forcing many area resi-
dents to find new homes and other new immigrants to make their initial
settlement somewhere outside the Lower East Side.

By the 1890s, a number of new Jewish settlements had been estab-
lished, and by 1920 the focus of Jewish life had shifted fully from the
Lower East Side to areas in upper Manhattan, the Bronx, and Brooklyn.
In Brooklyn, Jews moved to Williamsburg, where German and other
Central European Jews had established neighborhoods decades earlier.
So many working-class Jews settled in Brownsville that by the start of
World War II the area contained the largest concentration of Jews in the
United States.101 Initially Brownsville was a somewhat rural area in
western Brooklyn, but the production of tenements grew along with the
rise in land values, so that by 1910, 96 percent of new buildings con-
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structed there were tenements.102 Most of the Jews living in Brownsville
were involved in the garment trades, as a result of the relocation of
numerous menswear manufacturers to the area from the Lower East
Side. The popularity of Brownsville as a place of residence skyrocketed;
by the early 1890s, 4,000 lived in and around the Brownsville area, but
by 1905 the Jewish population had swelled to around 50,000, and
to about 200,000 by 1925.103 More-affluent and religiously observant
Jews moving to Brooklyn tended to choose Borough Park, which fea-
tured single- and two-family homes, a suburban lifestyle, and numerous
Jewish religious facilities.104 Despite the dispersion to other areas, first-
and second-generation Russians were very unevenly distributed relative
to native-born whites of native parentage; the index of dissimilarity for
these groups stood at 71 in 1920.105

Within Manhattan, many prosperous Jews followed the Germans to
Yorkville, and according to Jeffery Gurock in his 1979 study, When
Harlem was Jewish, 1870–1980, by 1900 many Jews of varying status
had found their way to Harlem, mainly between Ninety-seventh and
142nd Streets. The Upper West Side was another favored destination
for upper-class Jews, who lived in the area’s luxury apartment buildings
built after World War I. By 1910, Harlem was home to tens of thou-
sands of Jews, many living among the earlier-arriving German residents
in the better town houses located on streets between Seventh and Lenox
Avenues, while other, less-prosperous Jews crowded into the tenements
between Lenox and Fifth Avenues. Still others moved to the Bronx,
again to a variety of neighborhoods according to their class. In the east
Bronx, the working-class tenements provided housing that was not
much different or of better quality than the housing left behind in the
Lower East Side, but middle-class settlements emerged in other Bronx
neighborhoods, notably the Grand Concourse, where Jews lived in spa-
cious apartments located in art-deco-style buildings.106

immigrant housing conditions

Although available reports suggest that Italian housing conditions
were worse than those experienced by Jews, in general the state of
working-class housing in the city remained quite poor. At the turn of
the twentieth century, many people remained consigned to cellars, while
thousands of others resided in the 2,379 rear houses still standing.107 In
1900, approximately 69 percent of the population of the five boroughs
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lived in tenements. Only one-third of the tenements in the city had run-
ning water, and the vast majority of people living on the Lower East
Side continued to rely on backyard privies even as hallway toilets be-
came standard amenities elsewhere. Similarly, in 1893 only 2 percent of
Italian families living on Centre Street had a toilet on their floor.108 And
as late as 1903, approximately 15 percent of Lower East Side tenements
were still without fire escapes, resulting in a disproportionate concentra-
tion of the city’s fire-related mortality in the area.109

the tenement house act of 1901

The compromised living conditions in the city’s tenements, and par-
ticularly those in lower Manhattan, compelled a number of reformers—
notably Jacob Riis, Lawrence Veiller, and Lillian Wald—to investigate
and document conditions and to indict the inadequacies of the dumb-
bell design. The most well known, in a popular sense, of these efforts is
undoubtedly Riis’s 1890 work, How the Other Half Lives. The work of
reformers ultimately secured legislation that led to improved conditions
as well as improved building designs, namely, the Tenement House Law
of 1901. The 1901 act required several improvements to be made in
preexisting or “old-law” tenements, including the provision of fire es-
capes accessible to each family, as well as a toilet and running water for
each family. The act also created the Tenement House Department,
which had the power to pressure landlords of old-law buildings to com-
ply with the new standards.110

With regard to improving design, the minimum size requirements for
side courts and rear yards for new buildings (12 feet), along with other
requirements, made it uneconomical to build on the traditional 25-foot
lots. As a result, the act ended the construction of dumbbell tenements
and limited tenement construction to lots of up to twice the traditional
width. Consequently, the 1901 law led to the construction of tenements
that were far more solid than previous designs and that featured such
amenities as light, air, and plumbing. The extension of subway lines into
such developing neighborhoods as Washington Heights in upper Man-
hattan, Brownsville in Brooklyn, and Morrisania in the Bronx led to the
placement of improved “new-law” tenements in these areas. Thus the
first- and second-generation working-class Jews and Italians moving to
newer neighborhoods after 1901 still moved to tenements, but to tene-
ments that offered a far higher standard of living than their predeces-
sors enjoyed.
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A Different Migration Stream: The Arrival of Southern
Blacks and the Emergence of Harlem

The economic condition of the black population in New York in the
late nineteenth century was less favorable than it had been earlier in the
century. While still relegated to the most menial positions, blacks had
been displaced from many unskilled occupations by the enormous
waves of immigrants—particularly the Irish—arriving after 1830.111 Al-
though a small black elite had emerged during the nineteenth century,
the typical African American in the city occupied a position in the
socioeconomic hierarchy that was near, if not at, the bottom. As a re-
sult, blacks tended to occupy the meanest housing in the city, whose
unsanitary and overcrowded conditions contributed greatly to the ex-
treme levels of mortality that kept the population from growing.112

Until about 1880, a primary black settlement existed in Greenwich
Village. But faced with increasing competition from the newly arrived
Italian immigrants looking to settle in the emerging Little Italy in the
area, many blacks began moving north, into a broad area that today
encompasses much of midtown Manhattan. Specifically, many blacks
moved into the area known as San Juan Hill, which was bounded by
Sixty-fourth Street to the north, Sixtieth Street to the south, Tenth
Avenue to the east, and Eleventh Avenue to the west, as well as the no-
torious Tenderloin, which ran south of San Juan Hill down to the twen-
ties. Although the city lacked the kind of large and contiguous racial
ghetto that is familiar today, this large area housed many of the city’s
blacks as late as 1890 and 1900, when the population began to expand
with the arrival of Southern migrants as well as West Indian immi-
grants. Encountering limited housing options as well as limited finances
in most cases, these new arrivals to the city tended also to settle in San
Juan Hill and the Tenderloin, replacing out-moving white households.

At the turn of the century, Harlem was predominantly white, serving
as home to middle- and upper-class Jews and Germans, as well as older
immigrants from Britain and Ireland and native-born Americans. Ital-
ians had formed a community in East Harlem where tenements domi-
nated the housing stock, and the general Harlem area also housed a
handful of blacks, many of whom worked as domestics in the homes of
the area’s more-affluent residents. With the arrival of the elevated train
lines in 1878–81, the area underwent a huge building boom, which net-
ted many speculators good profits on the increasingly valuable land,
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while builders constructed solid brownstones and fashionable apart-
ment buildings, whose rents were affordable only by the wealthy. A sec-
ond wave of land and housing speculation occurred in the late 1890s in
anticipation of the completion of the Lenox Avenue subway. This sec-
ond wave of speculation focused on the area between 110th Street (on
Central Park North) and 125th Street, west of Lenox Avenue, where
profits were made on tenements and apartment houses that appealed
to Eastern European Jews leaving the Lower East Side. In addition,
starting around 1900, speculators constructed numerous luxury apart-
ment buildings along Seventh and Lenox Avenues in the 130s and 140s.
However, this spurt of construction occurred too far in anticipation of
the subway’s completion date and entailed buildings whose asking rents
were too far in excess of what the general population could afford. As a
result, the housing market in Harlem collapsed in 1904–5; numerous
new apartments remained vacant, builders and landlords became in-
creasingly desperate for tenants, and banks foreclosed on mortgages.

The bust in Harlem’s housing market coincided with an era of spec-
tacular growth in the city’s black population. The population of
60,666, blacks as enumerated in the 1900 census, expanded dramati-
cally as large waves of migrants from the Southern states and smaller,
though still substantial, waves of immigrants from the Caribbean
arrived in the city. These inflows combined to swell the black popula-
tion to almost 328,000 in 1930. Before the turn of century, most new
black arrivals in the city had settled in preexisting black communities,
replacing out-moving whites and inheriting their aging and deteriorat-
ing housing units. The demand for housing in these rundown sections
was so great that they soon became even more congested than before,
and rents higher than those paid by comparable whites added afford-
ability problems to the problems of insufficient sanitation and physical
deterioration already experienced by the city’s blacks. The demand for
housing in the area, already acute from population growth, was wors-
ened by commercial development, which eliminated buildings from the
residential stock and replaced them with structures devoted purely to
commercial uses. Most notable here was the construction of Pennsyl-
vania Station, covering two blocks at Thirty-third Street between Sev-
enth and Eighth Avenues, which began in 1902 and ended in 1911.
With increasing numbers of blacks arriving in the city, and decreasing
housing opportunities in these traditional yet rundown areas of settle-
ment, the forces of supply and demand determined that some other
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neighborhood in the city would have to become the locus of the black
community. As circumstances would have it, the glut of apartments in
Harlem made this area the most likely candidate.

But circumstances alone do not fully explain the transition of Harlem
into the capital of black New York. Indeed, the cumulative actions of
individuals and institutions helped to focus blacks’ housing options
onto the limited geographic area of Harlem, given the more general
context of rising racial tensions in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury. Although New York had never been a place where blacks had
been accepted as equal to whites, as blacks’ numbers grew after 1890,
whites’ more permissive racial attitudes deteriorated, and the color line
in the city grew more rigid. For example, there were many churches
throughout the city that had allowed blacks to attend services, but as
the number of black communicants grew beyond the tolerance level of
white communicants, many churches either established racially separate
services or requested that their black members leave the congregation
and set up their own. Blacks also encountered increasing resistance
to their use of a variety of public services and accommodations (e.g.,
streetcars, restaurants, etc.) and were almost completely barred from
membership in unions, which continued their relegation to the most
menial jobs. More significantly, racial tensions also sporadically erupted
into violence, including a race riot in August 1900 in the Tenderloin.
Thus, as the number of blacks in the city grew, whites became increas-
ingly uncomfortable with blacks’ rising presence and began to institute
formal methods to achieve physical and social distance, methods that
were not necessary when blacks constituted a negligible fraction of the
city’s population.

The transition of Harlem from a middle- and upper-class white
neighborhood to an all-black area thus occurred within the context of
increasing racial intolerance and antagonism. In Harlem, landlords,
realtors, and other housing-market actors used the increasing antipathy
among whites toward blacks to their advantage. Indeed,

[t]he individuals and companies caught in Harlem’s rapidly deflated real
estate market were threatened with ruin. Rather than face “financial de-
struction” some landlords and corporations opened their houses to
Negroes and collected the traditionally high rents that colored people
paid. Others used the threat of renting to Negroes to frighten neigh-
bors into buying their property at higher than market prices. Shrewder
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operators (. . . referr[ed] to [today] . . . as “blockbusters”) hoped to
take advantage of the unusual situation by [renting to blacks to push
down the prices of adjoining buildings].113

Not all such housing-market actors, however, were white. Philip Pay-
ton Jr. was an African American who “was keenly aware of the housing
needs of New York City’s growing black population” and who recog-
nized the “unusual money-making opportunit[y]” that the glut of va-
cant apartments in Harlem represented. “Payton . . . lease[d] Harlem
apartment houses from . . . white owners and assure[d] them a regular
annual income. He, in turn, would rent these homes to Negroes and
make a profit by charging rents ten percent above the then deflated mar-
ket price.”114 The use by landlords of whites’ antipathy toward living
among blacks as a tool is evident by Payton’s “first break” as a black
tenement manager, which came when a white landlord sought Payton’s
services to rent out his apartments to other blacks and manage the
property to “get even” over a dispute with a fellow white landlord in
Harlem.115 Opportunities followed for Payton to assume the manage-
ment of other properties, and he ultimately cofounded the Afro-Ameri-
can Realty Company and played a prominent role in opening Harlem’s
housing market to African Americans.

Black tenants, tired of the rundown and congested conditions else-
where in the city, largely welcomed the chance to move to higher-quality
housing in a fashionable neighborhood and began moving to Harlem in
large numbers. Among the first arrivals were black businessmen and
their families who had made substantial profits selling their businesses
and houses downtown to commercial interests. Indeed, by 1910, most
of the prominent blacks in the city had already moved to Harlem. The
elite of Manhattan’s blacks were soon followed by others, representing
more of a cross-section of the black population. By 1920, the “midbelly
of Harlem” was predominantly black, and the area was home to the
vast majority of the city’s blacks as well as to almost every established
black church.116 By 1930, blacks had moved as far south as Central
Park North and east into East Harlem, rapidly replacing the out-moving
first- and second-generation Jews and Italians who had moved in only a
few decades earlier. The increasing concentration of the city’s blacks
into one large contiguous and predominantly black area is illustrated in
rising isolation indices. In 1890, the typical black New Yorker lived in a
ward that was only 3.6 percent black. By 1910, the isolation index had
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risen modestly to 6.7, but after that date it rose precipitously. Indeed,
the isolation index more than tripled between 1910 and 1920, and then
doubled again by 1930, when just over 40 percent of the average black
citizen’s neighbors were also black.117

The transition from white to black in Harlem was thus fairly quick,
occurring within the space of a couple of decades. This transition was
not simply a function of strong black demand for housing, and espe-
cially for housing of better quality than that available in other areas of
black settlement, but also of diminishing white interest in moving to
and staying in the area. That is, although whites continued to move to
Harlem in the first decades of the twentieth century, they became in-
creasingly anxious about living in proximity to such a large black com-
munity; the inflow of whites to the area, then, ultimately disappeared.
In addition, although at first white residents, land owners, and land-
lords organized to resist the large-scale in-movement of blacks to the
area by agreeing to restrictive covenants and organizing block-specific
committees and associations, their resistance ultimately failed, and white
residents left the area with increasing speed. Between 1920 and 1930,
the broader Harlem area lost 118,792 white residents while gaining
87,417 blacks,118 and some tracts shifted from having only a token rep-
resentation—2 percent or less of blacks in 1920—to having less than 1
percent of their populations composed of whites only ten years later.119

Yet the out-movement of whites from Harlem was not unique to the
area. During the 1920s all of Manhattan experienced a net loss of
whites as first- and second-generation white ethnics left the borough to
seek newer and better housing being built in developing areas in the
outer boroughs of the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens as well as in the
suburbs. The strong economy during the 1920s translated into a huge
construction boom; housing went up in areas of eastern and south-
ern Brooklyn, in portions of the Bronx, and throughout Queens where
once-vacant lots were increasingly connected to Manhattan by expand-
ing transit lines or made more accessible by the increasingly popular
automobile.120 In these areas, residential development was more similar
to that in the suburbs, with low-density housing types such as one-
and two-family homes and “garden apartments.”121 As a result, the
mostly white population of Queens more than doubled between 1920
and 1930 (growing from 469,042 to 1,073,129), while Manhattan lost
almost 500,000 whites, for a total net loss of 400,000 persons during
the decade.122
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Although Harlem initially offered the city’s blacks the opportunity to
occupy high-quality accommodations for the first time in the city’s his-
tory, during the 1920s the desirability of Harlem and its housing stock
diminished. “Largely within the space of a single decade Harlem was
transformed from a potentially ideal community to a neighborhood
with manifold social and economic problems called ‘deplorable,’ ‘un-
speakable,’ ‘incredible.’ ”123 Osofsky argues that the emergence of Har-
lem as a slum is related to a number of interwoven factors. For ex-
ample, because the dramatic growth in the black population was limited
to a fairly narrow geographic area, the forces of supply and demand
forced the typically higher rents charged to blacks even higher; between
1919 and 1927 alone, rents in Harlem doubled. When combined with
the low income of the typical black New Yorker, high rents required
that residents take in lodgers to help meet each month’s rent. The
increasing congestion taxed the aging housing stock and local services,
and conditions were exacerbated by the rural migrants’ lack of familiar-
ity with the ways of urban life. Moreover, the majority of tenements in
Harlem were built prior to 1900 and thus featured all the disamenities
that the Tenement House Act of 1901 sought to remedy. In addition,
this portion of the housing stock had been built insubstantially in the
first place (given that it had been speculatively built for working-class
tenants) and had already undergone a significant degree of wear cour-
tesy of the now-departed white ethnics. Many of the large apartments
and homes that had been designed and built to house larger middle- and
upper-class white families and their servants did not suit the needs of
the area’s new residents, many of whom were young and single. Thus,
these structures were often subdivided and transformed into boarding
houses for Southern migrants desperate for a place to live, even an over-
priced one. Finally, landlords were increasingly unwilling to maintain
their properties and allowed them to deteriorate. “[H]alls were left dark
and dirty, broken pipes were permitted to rot, steam heat was cut off
as heating apparatus wore out, dumb-waiters broke down and were
boarded up, homes became vermin-infested.”124 In many ways, the dete-
rioration in Harlem is reminiscent of the deterioration that had oc-
curred in earlier working-class neighborhoods. The main difference,
though, is that the color line would prohibit blacks from leaving Har-
lem for newer and better areas, as described by the place stratification
model. “The Negro ghetto remained and expanded and other ethnic
ghettos disintegrated. The economic and residential mobility permitted
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white people in the city was, and would continue to be, largely denied
Negroes.”125

The Early Puerto Rican Migration

The turnover that occurred in Harlem was not, however, a strictly
racial one. Indeed, it is during this period that another of the city’s im-
portant ethnic groups first appeared in significant numbers, namely,
Puerto Ricans. The Puerto Rican migration to the mainland began soon
after the island of Puerto Rico was ceded to the United States from
Spain at the close of the Spanish-American War in 1898. But the size of
the migration began to grow dramatically during World War I, as immi-
gration from Europe ebbed and job opportunities beckoned, and again
in the 1920s, as restrictive immigration legislation essentially halted the
inflows of Europeans, opening up opportunities for other groups to take
on the unskilled and semiskilled positions earlier waves of immigrants
had occupied. As citizens of the United States, Puerto Ricans could do
so easily. The lure of jobs in New York was complemented by a “push”
off the island of Puerto Rico in the form of very high unemployment.126

As a result, the number of Puerto Ricans in the city rose eightfold dur-
ing the 1920–40 period, from just over 7,000 to more than 60,000, and
the strong tendency for Puerto Ricans to settle in New York rather than
elsewhere strengthened as the share of the nation’s Puerto Ricans living
in the city during this period rose from 62 to 88 percent.127

Like the waves of immigrants to the city that came before them, the
Puerto Ricans initially sought housing near potential job opportunities.
Although the earliest Puerto Rican migrants tended to possess skills, in-
creasingly those who made the move were qualified more for the city’s
unskilled and semiskilled jobs than for higher-status and higher-paying
positions. As a result, new settlements initially arose among the work-
ing-class neighborhoods of earlier European immigrants, notably in
East Harlem, the Lower East Side, and near the Brooklyn Navy Yard. In
East Harlem, newly arriving Puerto Ricans initially settled among the
area’s Italian residents, increasingly coming to replace them as the Ital-
ians joined the large-scale white ethnic out-movement from Manhattan
to the outer boroughs and the suburbs in the 1920s. The East Harlem
community would become the most significant “colonia” in the city,
El Barrio. Similarly, as upwardly mobile white ethnics left the Lower
East Side, Puerto Ricans moved into some of the vacant units they left
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behind. As a result of being the city’s newest migrant group and follow-
ing in the footsteps of earlier immigrants by taking over the well-worn
immigrant neighborhoods, Puerto Ricans inherited some of the city’s
oldest and worst housing. However, Puerto Ricans’ access to housing
was likely also affected by race, as almost 12 percent of island-born
Puerto Ricans in New York in the 1900 census, and over 13 percent in
the 1940 census, were recorded as being nonwhite.128 Indeed, the po-
tential influence of the same structural constraints that limited blacks’
housing choices is revealed by the finding that, over time, the spatial
patterns of Puerto Ricans in the city were far more similar to those
of blacks than to those of whites.129 In 1960, Puerto Ricans would be
almost as segregated from native whites of native parentage as were
blacks (indices of dissimilarity of 79 and 84, respectively), while the seg-
regation of all-white ethnic groups from native whites in 1970 was typ-
ically at least 25 points lower.130

Thus, the forty-year period straddling the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury witnessed a number of significant events that would forever alter
the character of the city’s population and its neighborhoods. For one,
the shift in origins among the city’s European immigrants at the start of
the period diversified the city’s white population and ignited a process
of neighborhood transition. As a result, Eastern European Jews largely
inherited the housing abandoned by upwardly mobile Germans, while
Italians replaced the Irish in tenement districts throughout the city. The
city’s population became even further diversified by the arrival of tens of
thousands of black migrants from the South, black immigrants from the
West Indies, Puerto Ricans, and Chinese.

However, the neighborhood dynamics involving these groups dif-
fered greatly from those involving their white ethnic predecessors. Most
significantly, the growth in the number of black residents in the city
pushed the black share of the population up for the first time in dec-
ades and pushed it well beyond the tolerance of most whites in the city.
As a result, the color line grew more rigid, tensions mounted, violence
erupted, and new mechanisms to ensure social and physical separation
between the races were implemented. Such changes in the city’s race
relations were most evident in the transition of Harlem from a virtually
all-white area to a predominantly black area within the span of twenty
years or so. The creation of a large, contiguous black neighborhood was
unique in the city’s history and was mirrored in the creation of ghettos
in other large cities,131 as well as in Brooklyn in the following decade.132
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In addition, the creation of Harlem and other ghettos signaled that the
opportunities for mobility afforded to urban white ethnics were not
similarly available to urban blacks and marked the birth of the high lev-
els of racial residential segregation that continue to plague many large
cities, including New York.133

1930s–1960s

The population dynamics from 1930 to 1970 differed greatly from
those in the periods immediately before and after. The restrictive immi-
gration legislation passed in the 1920s and the stock market crash and
ensuing Great Depression greatly reduced the levels of immigration to
the United States, and to New York in particular. In fact, during the
Depression, more Caribbean immigrants—immigrants relatively unaf-
fected by national-origins quotas—left New York to return home than
arrived in New York.134 Similarly, the tide of Puerto Rican migration
that had risen during the 1920s also ebbed, as hard times in New York
meant few or no job opportunities for newcomers.

Immigration resumed after World War II as a result of more liberal-
ized legislation, such as the Displaced Persons Act of 1948, the War
Brides Act of 1946, and the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in
1943. Yet the new immigrants in the immediate postwar period came in
numbers far smaller than those observed before the 1920s, and from
somewhat different origins. The Displaced Persons Act permitted the
immigration of European refugees, and the War Brides Act and espe-
cially the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act enabled the entry of
Asians, although in very modest numbers.135 In addition to Asians and
Europeans, Colombians, Haitians, and Dominicans began arriving in
the postwar period to take advantage of the city’s rising prosperity and
its burgeoning opportunities.136

In 1952 Congress passed the McCarran-Walter Act, which main-
tained the national-origin quotas established in the 1920s but assigned
very small quotas to Asian countries. In addition, the McCarran-Walter
Act restricted immigration from the Caribbean, which previously had
been uncontrolled along with all immigration from countries in the
Western Hemisphere. Immigration to the city remained modest through
1965, when the national-origins quotas were repealed. As a result, the
percentage of foreign-born residents in the city dropped over the period,
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reaching 18 percent in 1970, a level far lower than the peak of almost
41 percent in 1910.137

Instead of immigrants coming from abroad, Southern-born blacks
continued to come in large numbers during the Depression, choosing
the limited job opportunities in the city over the more dire economic
conditions prevailing in the South.138 Black migration from the South
continued in response to the growing number of employment opportu-
nities both during and after the war. In addition, Puerto Rican migra-
tion again picked up during the 1940s; 61,463 persons of Puerto Rican
birth were counted in the 1940 census, 187,586 and 429,710 counted
in the next two censuses. Thus, in the course of two decades, the num-
ber of Puerto Ricans who had been born on the island but now called
New York City their home rose by almost 600 percent.139 During the
1960s, the in-migration of both blacks and Puerto Ricans declined;
among Puerto Ricans, the decline resulted in levels of migration below
those observed in the 1940s.140

The Southern-born blacks and Puerto Ricans arriving in the postwar
period encountered an economy that was less hospitable to unskilled
and uneducated newcomers than in earlier decades. The kinds of jobs
that earlier immigrants had taken and that had provided an engine for
upward mobility were beginning to disappear, as New York began the
transition from industrial city to postindustrial city.141 Consequently,
many blacks and Puerto Ricans found themselves mired at the bottom
of the city’s economic structure with little chance of escape.

As the number of blacks and Puerto Ricans in the city grew, the num-
ber of whites declined, both absolutely and relatively. Table 2.1 illus-
trates the magnitude of these changes. In general, the data show that
relative growth in the black population far outpaced that among whites
and that for the city’s total population in every period. The contrast
is greatest during the 1950s, when the total population and the city’s
white population both shrank in size. The continued loss registered
among whites in the following decade was compensated for by growth
among nonwhites, resulting in a positive—though marginal—gain for
the entire population. The observed declines in the city’s white popula-
tion would have been larger if immigration had not brought more than
a million Southern and Eastern Europeans to the city between 1946 and
1970.142 The loss in the city’s white population occurred as part of the
rapid suburbanization of whites that was occurring throughout the
country, continuing the trend begun in the 1920s. The postwar develop-
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ment of the suburbs and the generous home financing provided by gov-
ernmental programs during the period provided urban whites with a
more attractive option than to defend their neighborhoods against in-
moving blacks and Puerto Ricans; in the postwar period far more
whites chose flight over fight.143 As a consequence of these population
shifts, the percentage of the total population consisting of blacks grew
from 6.15 percent in 1940 to 21.13 percent in 1970, while the percent-
age of whites steadily declined.

These population dynamics interacted with developments in housing
policy to dramatically alter the geography of race and ethnicity in the
city. During the Depression, housing construction virtually stopped. The
lack of new housing combined with tremendous losses in the city’s low-
cost housing stock144 to create a serious shortage of housing for both
middle- and low-income families. The housing shortage worsened when
the servicemen returned after World War II. As a consequence of severe
shortages and escalating rents, the system of rent control was imple-
mented in 1943; in New York, this system (although modified tremen-
dously over time) remains in effect.145

Newcomers to the city, largely black and Latino, thus faced a very
tight housing market and racial attitudes that prevented their access to
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Table 2.1
Absolute and Relative Change in New York City’s Population

by Decade and by Race, 1930–1970

Percentage of
Population at Absolute change Relative change total population
start of period during the period during the period at end of period

Total population
1930–1940 6,930,446 524,549 7.57%
1940–1950 7,454,995 436,962 5.86%
1950–1960 7,891,957 –109,973 –1.39%
1960–1970 7,781,984 112,878 1.45%

Whites
1930–1940 6,589,377 388,124 10.81% 93.59
1940–1950 6,977,501 138,940 2.00% 90.17
1950–1960 7,116,441 –475,729 –6.69% 85.33
1960–1970 6,640,662 –591,821 –8.91% 76.62

Blacks
1930–1940 327,706 130,738 39.89% 6.15
1940–1950 458,444 289,164 63.08% 9.47
1950–1960 747,608 340,323 45.52% 13.98
1960–1970 1,087,931 580,184 53.33% 21.13

Source: Rosenwaike 1972:133, table 64.



housing in many of the city’s neighborhoods. Puerto Ricans arriving in
the postwar period settled in the established communities of El Barrio
and the Lower East Side, as well as in Hell’s Kitchen and parts of the
West Side (including West Harlem) in Manhattan,146 replacing the white
ethnics who had resumed their flight from the city. Other Puerto Rican
communities emerged in Brooklyn and in the South Bronx, largely in
formerly white working-class areas.147 Blacks, meanwhile, were increas-
ingly moving to Brooklyn; although Manhattan had historically been
home to the majority of the city’s blacks, Brooklyn emerged during the
period as the borough with the largest black population. Between 1920
and 1930, the black population in Brooklyn more than doubled, in-
creasing from 31,912 to 68,921. Growth during the following decade
was less dramatic but still substantial at 56 percent.

Many of the new black Brooklynites, especially during the 1920s, re-
placed white households who were leaving the older areas in the north-
ern portion of the borough for new housing and neighborhoods along
the southern perimeter of the borough. The relocation of whites from
northern to southern Brooklyn was partly motivated by desire for a
more suburban lifestyle and partly manipulated by discriminatory lend-
ing practices of local financial institutions. The investments made by
local financial institutions to enable the development of southern and
eastern Brooklyn were mirrored by a parallel withdrawal of capital
from the aging neighborhoods in the northern portion of the borough.
As a result, a number of neighborhoods in the north that had once been
home to affluent residents, including Fort Greene and Bedford-Stuyve-
sant, began to show clear signs of decay. Facing the prospect of the val-
ue of their homes declining, many whites in these neighborhoods chose
to relocate to the newer areas in southern and eastern Brooklyn. The
impact of these uneven lending patterns was so strong that “by 1936 it
was irrational for middle-class white residents to remain in northern
Brooklyn.”148 Frequently, the departing white residents sold their homes
at a loss to local realtors or investors who then rented the properties to
blacks, whose desperation for shelter was high. Moreover, landlords
could offset whatever decline in property values they were experienc-
ing by charging the higher rents typically imposed on blacks. Thus, as a
result of the actions of local financial institutions and local housing-
market actors, the process of large-scale racial change in Brooklyn and
the creation of the Bedford-Stuyvesant ghetto was under way.149

Yet the geography of Brooklyn was not sharply divided by race until
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the federal government “armed banks, insurance companies, and devel-
opers with public money and public authority” to impose racial segre-
gation on the borough’s residents.150 Indeed, the individual and collec-
tive acts of prejudice and discrimination that had been so crucial in the
creation of Harlem and other early ghettos continued to act as potent
forces facilitating neighborhood transition during the Depression and
the postwar period. What distinguished this later period was the direct
involvement of the federal government in creating and maintaining ur-
ban black ghettos.151 This occurred through the implementation of the
“two-tiered” housing policy during the Roosevelt administration that
continued to shape the federal government’s approach to housing for
decades to come.152 Although the primary intent of all of the housing-
related programs initiated during the New Deal was to put people back
to work, they singly and cumulatively had profound effects on patterns
of residential segregation and on racial/ethnic inequalities in housing
access and consumption.

The Two Tiers of National Housing Policy: Reinforcing
Racial Segregation

The first tier of housing policy consisted of programs designed to
strengthen the private housing market by infusing it with federal capital
to subsidize mortgages and construction costs. Among these programs
was the Home Owner’s Loan Corporation (HOLC), which was created
in 1933. HOLC provided funding to prevent the default and foreclo-
sure of mortgages and to enable former owners to reacquire the homes
they had already lost through foreclosure. In addition, HOLC intro-
duced the long-term self-amortizing mortgage featuring uniform pay-
ments throughout the life of the loan. But perhaps the most significant
and long-lived legacy of HOLC was that it transformed the prejudices
against racial/ethnic and low-income groups and against aging housing
and neighborhoods that were already prevalent in the lending indus-
try into an appraisal system that systematically undervalued ethnically
mixed, densely populated, and physically aging neighborhoods. By en-
suring that such neighborhoods received low ratings, HOLC starved
them of badly needed capital, ensuring their eventual decline and thus
their turnover to black occupancy.

The appraisal system rated areas in four categories, lettered A to D;
few funds, if any, were made available to neighborhoods receiving the
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lowest rating, D. Areas receiving a D rating were color-coded red on
HOLC maps, giving rise to the phrase “redlining.” Many scholars argue
that the adverse impact of HOLC on cities nationwide was less in its
lending patterns than in its influence on later federal programs and pri-
vate lending institutions,153 but Craig Wilder argues that much of the
responsibility for the increasing segregation of blacks in northern and
central Brooklyn can be attributed to the actions of HOLC.

Indeed, Wilder argues that HOLC acted in collusion with developers
to ensure the success of private developments in the southern and east-
ern portions of the borough, while ignoring the potential needs and de-
mands of individual buyers and sellers. Using the detailed justifications
provided by HOLC underwriters for the ratings assigned to each of the
thirty-six areas delineated in the borough, Wilder demonstrates the arbi-
trariness of particular ratings, as well as the apparent influence that pri-
vate interests had in ensuring that a given area received a particular
rating. Perhaps even more significantly, Wilder also demonstrates the
emphasis placed on ethnicity, religion, national origin, and especially
race in arriving at the two lowest ratings. Indeed, “the simplest rule for
determining a ‘hazardous’ community [i.e., one that received a D rating]
was any with at least 5 percent black residency.”154 As a result, most
areas in northern Brooklyn received ratings of either C or D, while
the newer areas in the south and east typically received ratings in the
range of B. Bay Ridge in southern Brooklyn was the only neighborhood
to receive the highest rating, which Wilder attributes to the heavy in-
vestments made in the area by private developers. Thus, “white north
Brooklyn residents were forced to choose between holding on to deval-
ued properties in declining areas or selling out and fleeing to the perime-
ter districts with government guaranteed mortgages. . . . Financially
choked and hemorrhaging middle-class residents, north Brooklyn’s de-
cay was written into government policy.”155 As whites left the neigh-
borhoods of northern Brooklyn, they were replaced by blacks desperate
to find housing in the increasingly segregated New York City housing
market.

While the actions of HOLC clearly propelled the process of racial
transition in Brooklyn forward, the actions of the subsequent federal
programs—the Loan Guarantee Program of the Federal Housing Ad-
ministration (FHA) and the Home Loan Guarantee Program of the Vet-
erans Administration (VA)—helped to solidify Brooklyn’s ghetto. FHA
originated in the National Housing Act of 1934 and was supplemented
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by the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944, more commonly known
as the G.I. Bill, which created the VA’s program. Together the FHA and
VA insured the long-term loans made by private lenders for both the
construction and purchase of homes. Relying on the appraisal system
developed by HOLC and its own practices and regulations that effec-
tively eliminated most urban housing types from eligibility for funding,
the vast majority of FHA loans went to suburban locations; the dispar-
ity between urban and suburban locations was starkest in New York,
where the per capita amount of FHA loans made in neighboring sub-
urban Nassau County between 1934 and 1960 was more than eleven
times greater than the comparable per capita amount lent in Brooklyn
and fully sixty times greater than the amount lent in the Bronx.156 In
addition, reflecting its concern with the presumed adverse effects on
property values arising from racial mixing, the FHA all but required
restrictive covenants prohibiting black occupancy as a prerequisite of
funding. As a result, “by the late 1950s, many cities were locked into a
spiral of decline that was directly encouraged and largely supported by
federal policies. As poor blacks from the south entered cities in large
numbers, middle-class whites fled to the suburbs to escape them and to
insulate themselves from the social problems that accompanied the ris-
ing tide of the poor.”157 Under FHA and VA programs, New York and
many other cities lost substantial numbers of white middle-class resi-
dents to neighboring suburbs. The vacancies they left behind were filled
by blacks, and thus black ghettos throughout urban America expanded
in geographic size and grew more densely populated. In Brooklyn,
the boundaries of the Bedford-Stuyvesant ghetto expanded as whites
fled neighboring communities—such as Brownsville, Bushwick, Crown
Heights, and East New York—for newer, higher-quality, and govern-
ment-subsidized housing in the suburbs.

The effects of ghetto expansion and consolidation are evident in
changing indices of isolation. Whereas in 1930 the black ward-level iso-
lation index of 41.8 indicated that the typical black New Yorker lived
in an area where almost 42 percent of his or her neighbors were also
black, in 1970 the tract-level index stood at 60.2.158 Thus, by 1970
blacks in New York (along with blacks in most Northern cities) lived in
neighborhoods where the majority of the people they saw and lived
among were also black, ensuring that informal, casual social contact
between the races would be very rare. Although it is possible that the
pent-up demand for housing, growing tastes for suburban locations,
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and the capital accumulated by households during the war would have
been sufficient to encourage the development of the suburbs, the addi-
tional capital made available by the federal government under these
programs helped to make the postwar suburbanization process more
rapid and complete.159 And the discriminatory lending practices of FHA
and VA, and later by private lending institutions, ensured that subur-
banization would be available mainly only to whites, leaving blacks and
other minorities increasingly behind in decaying urban neighborhoods.
Thus, the cumulative effects of the programs in the first tier of federal
housing policy were to drain cities of their middle-class white con-
stituents and to solidify patterns of racial residential segregation across
the metropolitan area by creating the geographic pattern that would
come to be known as “chocolate cities, vanilla suburbs.”160

The second, and lower, tier of federal housing policy to emerge dur-
ing the New Deal used federal funds to build public-housing projects to
house families unable to afford private-market housing. Even before
the Depression began, it was clear that private housing entrepreneurs
were uninterested in producing low-income housing, given the all-too-
likely unfavorable returns on such an endeavor. While many policy
makers still believed strongly in the traditional view that the govern-
ment should only be in the business of enforcing housing regulations
and thus should avoid direct involvement in construction and manage-
ment of low-income housing, the desperate housing situation of the
poor and working classes, along with the generalization of poverty and
need that arrived with the Depression, spurred others to advocate direct
government intervention.161 However, unlike the policies within the first
tier, which disproportionately benefited the white middle class and sub-
urban areas, the second-tier housing policies were increasingly identified
with minority families, severely underfunded, and subject to political
wrangling at the national level and to corruption at the local level. In
the end, these policies helped to solidify suburban-urban disparities in
income and race, while also dramatically altering the geography of the
inner city.

At the national level, government-sponsored housing production had
its origins in the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933, which had
among its main purposes the increase of employment, the improvement
of housing for the poor, and the elimination and rehabilitation of slum
areas. The act authorized the Public Works Administration (PWA) to ac-
complish these goals. The housing division of the PWA assumed respon-
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sibility for projects begun under the aegis of Hoover-administration
programs, including the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC).
Such programs granted “low-interest loans to limited-dividend housing
corporations through state and municipal agencies” and “were intended
primarily for middle-income families.”162 In New York City, the PWA
completed three limited-dividend middle-income housing developments
that had originated with the RFC: Knickerbocker Village on the Lower
East Side (1933), Hillside Homes in the Bronx (1933), and Boulevard
Gardens in Queens (1935). Although initially the emphasis of the PWA’s
program was to stimulate private development through federal loans, it
became clear rather quickly that private enterprise alone would be un-
able to rebuild the slums (the PWA approved only seven of the five hun-
dred applications it received), and thus the PWA housing division closed
its limited-dividend program in mid-1934.163

In New York, the state legislature passed the Municipal Housing Au-
thority Act in 1934, which allowed municipalities to form local author-
ities to develop housing projects financed with federal funds or by the
sale of municipal bonds.164 Mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia, who was
passionate about housing and determined to establish and maintain a
close relationship with Washington and to use available federal funds
to rebuild the city, had already convinced Secretary of the Interior Har-
old Ickes to include slum clearance and low-cost public housing in the
PWA’s budget plans.165 As a result of La Guardia’s relationship with
Ickes, the PWA promised a full quarter of its housing allocation—$25
million in all—to the development of low-cost housing in New York
City in January 1934. All that was needed was a local administrative
structure to build, manage, and own the housing; as a result, La Guar-
dia signed city legislation soon after the passage of the 1934 state legis-
lation, creating the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA).166

The first approved PWA public-housing project was to be built on a
slum-clearance site in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, but shifting priorities
within the PWA (including an increasing insistence on direct federal
involvement in all phases of the project) delayed the delivery of the
promised funds.167

In the meantime, La Guardia and NYCHA wanted to move forward
on public-housing development and settled on a project to be located on
the Lower East Side that would combine extensive rehabilitation of old-
law tenements with new construction. The newly constructed buildings
would follow the original exterior designs of the rehabilitated buildings,
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ensuring that the development would blend into the neighborhood.
Completed in 1935, this project, symbolically named First Houses, was
financed by the city and built with the use of relief workers from the
Works Progress Administration (WPA). Located on Third Street and
Avenue A, First Houses, like all the city’s initial public-housing projects,
provided housing conditions far superior to those they replaced, but at
rents that were not affordable by the poor and unemployed; indeed,
prospective tenants were screened on many factors, including citizen-
ship, employment, possession of insurance and a bank account, family
structure, and housekeeping habits. As a consequence, those who were
admitted hardly represented a cross-section of the residents displaced by
the project. As with all of NYCHA’s early projects, the authority could
be selective in choosing tenants; demand for public housing far out-
stripped the supply.168

The next two PWA projects to be built in the city were the Williams-
burg Houses and the Harlem River Houses (both completed in 1937).
Under the PWA’s neighborhood-composition rule, public-housing pro-
jects were to reflect the area’s racial composition; as a result, the Wil-
liamsburg Houses project was to be tenanted only by whites. Built on
a slum-clearance site that had originally consisted of twelve separate
blocks but had been reconfigured to be four “super blocks,” the 1,622
units in twenty four-story buildings were available at rents comparable
to those charged for the units they replaced but were of markedly better
quality. But again prospective tenants were screened to keep out the least
desirable but most in need, that is, the very poor and the unemployed.

The origins of the Harlem River Houses project lay partly in re-
sponse to the riot that occurred in Harlem in March 1935 and partly in
a desire and even need to divert the growing black demand for residence
in the Williamsburg development.169 Although it was clear that a pro-
ject designated for black tenancy was necessary, it was equally clear that
one could not be placed just anywhere. In addition to considerations of
land cost and site size, race would have to be a “dominant factor in site
selection.” Indeed, site selection for public-housing projects would play
a prominent role in consolidating and confining the growth of the black
ghetto. In discussions surrounding the likely location for a black public-
housing project,

The idea of a major project on vacant land in the isolated Hunt’s Point
section of the Bronx to rehouse black slum dwellers from Harlem was
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briefly put forward, but found to be unrealistic politically and economi-
cally. A site adjacent to the Harlem River, on the northeastern edge of
developed Harlem, was an ideal solution; it was vacant and therefore
cheaper to acquire than occupied land, and it lay between the existing
ghetto and the Harlem River, thus “threatening” no neighboring white
community.170

Race was as important a criterion in tenant selection as it was for site
selection; all tenants chosen to move into the Harlem River Houses
were black. Although the tenants selected to occupy units in the Harlem
River Houses differed racially from tenants in other new NYCHA de-
velopments, they were similar in being better off socially and economi-
cally than many other residents in the surrounding neighborhood. The
Harlem River Houses also resembled the Williamsburg Houses and
First Houses in being low-rise walk-ups that also contained a number of
project-wide amenities (such as social rooms, kindergartens and nurs-
eries, and commercial establishments) that would make these low-rent
projects far more similar to middle-class housing than to the housing
options available for the same rents in the private market.171 Perhaps of
equal significance, these design considerations would set NYCHA’s early
projects apart from the tall towers devoid of commercial space that
dominated public-housing designs after 1948.172

In 1937 Congress passed the Wagner-Steagall bill (or the Housing Act
of 1937), which created the United States Housing Authority (USHA)
to replace the PWA’s housing division and thus “marked the first time
the federal government accepted permanent responsibility for the con-
struction of decent, low-cost homes.”173 Under the act, state and local
housing authorities were empowered to administer federal programs
by entering into contracts with USHA to plan and construct housing
developments under the supervision of the federal agency. In addi-
tion, the act placed ceilings on rents and tenant incomes and stipulated
that each unit built had to replace a slum unit demolished in the same
locality.174

The linkage of the public-housing program to slum clearance in the
1937 legislation created a locational bias within the program, in that it
ensured that public housing would be spatially concentrated in those
cities with a sufficient number of physically inadequate housing units.
The act contained other provisions that strengthened this locational
bias, by extending it to fortify suburban-urban disparities in income and
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racial compositions. Specifically, by emphasizing local participation and
discretion, the act allowed localities to decide for themselves whether
to apply for public housing. Consequently, suburban localities that did
not want to allow poor and minority residents within their boundaries
could simply opt not to create a local authority nor to make an applica-
tion for public housing (of course, the overall program would have ben-
efited from the lower land costs on the periphery). Finally, because local
authorities had the discretion to decide where to place public-housing
projects, siting decisions more often than not catered to the interests
and demands of the politically powerful elites who made up the mem-
bership of local authorities, rather than responding to the best inter-
ests of the prospective residents of the projects. As was the case in the
siting decisions for the Harlem River Houses, public-housing projects
were invariably placed in declining minority neighborhoods or in ra-
cially changing areas to either stem or divert the growth of the black
ghetto.175

The locational biases of the 1937 legislation were reinforced in the
Housing Act of 1949. Title I and Title III of the 1949 act helped to mag-
nify the existing inequalities between suburban locations and the inner
city and were used to remove entire neighborhoods within the city, in-
delibly altering the urban landscape. Title III of the 1949 act was the
first time since 1938 that Congress authorized funding for new public-
housing units, 810,000 to be built over six years (amounting to approx-
imately 10 percent of the actual need).176 It retained the requirement
that for every new unit of public housing built one slum unit had to
be demolished, and it maintained income and rent ceilings. Title I of
the 1949 legislation instituted the urban-redevelopment program that,
along with public housing, would be used by local officials and white
elites to reshape the urban landscape and to reinforce patterns of racial
segregation.

The 1949 legislation was welcomed by local officials and prominent
white citizens who worried that the outflow of middle-class whites, the
dramatic growth in the number of blacks and Latinos, and the spread of
slum neighborhoods would sound the death knell for cities nationwide.
The legislation, along with the 1954 Housing Act, “provided federal
funds to local authorities to acquire slum properties, assemble them into
large parcels, clear them of existing structures, and prepare them for
‘redevelopment.’ ”177 The legislation further required that residents dis-
placed from areas undergoing renewal would be rehoused in decent and
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adequate housing at affordable rents. Given the general shortage of
affordable housing in most cities, the required alternative housing sim-
ply did not exist in sufficient supply; families displaced by renewal, who
were disproportionately poor and minority, ended up relocating them-
selves into whatever accommodations they could find in the segregated
market. Frequently this meant moving to nearby neighborhoods or
deeper into the ghetto. In New York, many landlords in neighborhoods
adjacent to renewal sites responded to the rise in demand for housing in
the same way that landlords in the city had always responded to in-
creased demand for shelter: they subdivided existing apartments and
crowded as many people into these small spaces as they could. The re-
sulting increases in densities in these areas had the same deteriorating
and destabilizing effects witnessed in the immigrant neighborhoods of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and in the black ghettos
like Harlem in the early decades of the twentieth century: the housing
stock decayed, local services were overwhelmed, and the neighborhoods
declined. Exacerbating this situation was the fact that urban-renewal
sites typically contained less residential construction than had existed
prior to redevelopment, and the new residential units were often more
expensive than previous residents could afford. Thus, rather than elimi-
nating urban blight and slum conditions, urban renewal typically simply
shifted the problems of the slums into other neighborhoods, which then
quickly became slums themselves.178 And because a disproportionate
number of redevelopment sites consisted of minority neighborhoods,
within the context of a racially segmented housing market, urban re-
newal had the effect of displacing poor blacks and Latinos into other
minority neighborhoods, thereby further concentrating minorities spa-
tially and reinforcing patterns of segregation.

Among the criticisms of urban renewal were the failure of local
authorities to ensure that dislocated families were rehoused and the
use of urban-renewal funds to develop “conspicuous profitable build-
ings, whether the areas were slums or not.”179 These criticisms were
perhaps nowhere more valid than in New York, where the urban-
renewal and public-housing programs were under the control of Robert
Moses. In his quest to retain control over development in the city,
Moses gave renewal sites to politically powerful elites and private devel-
opers who profited mightily at the expense of the populations eventu-
ally displaced from these sites and who would be beholden to Moses in
the future when he proposed new projects and needed political support.
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For example, as part of the redevelopment site at Lincoln Square, Mo-
ses gave a portion of the site to Fordham University, a Jesuit institution,
to establish a satellite campus in Manhattan. This gift was a quid pro
quo for the past and future political support of the powerful New York
archdiocese.180 With respect to the relocation of site residents, Moses
callously identified the same public-housing projects for use in several
renewal projects, knowing full well that the limited vacancies could
hardly house the dispossessed from one site, let alone the refugees from
several sites.181

With his power over housing, and his unfavorable view of minorities,
Moses also helped to reinforce patterns of racial/ethnic residential segre-
gation. Moses determined unilaterally where public housing would be
sited, and rarely did he choose vacant land, preferring the elimination
of slum housing above all else. Thus, projects were disproportion-
ately built in poor neighborhoods and required the razing of tenements
and the displacement of thousands of residents.182 Although NYCHA
dropped its neighborhood-composition rules after World War II, Moses
made sure that public housing was built only in established minority
neighborhoods or in racially mixed neighborhoods that he determined
would be the most likely location for any future expansion of the
ghetto. In so doing, Moses was able to divert the course of neighbor-
hood change and decline into the areas he chose for this fate. These
neighborhoods, including Brownsville in Brooklyn, were chosen for
large public-housing sites “to relieve pressures from other neighbor-
hoods fighting black incursion.”183 As a result, Moses was instrumental
not only in determining the course and timing of racial transition but
also in using public housing to build segregation directly into the city’s
landscape.

Under Moses’s reign, it was not just public housing that was used to
shore up patterns of racial segregation. Indeed, middle-class housing de-
velopments were also used to this end. Middle-class housing was a seri-
ous concern to city officials as the flight of the middle class drained the
city of needed tax revenues. Moses worked with insurance companies to
enable these enterprises to construct middle-class housing that would be
at least somewhat competitive with what suburban communities could
offer. Metropolitan Life was particularly active in the development of
middle-class housing, creating four projects during the 1940s: Park-
chester in the Bronx and Stuyvesant Town, Peter Cooper Village, and
Riverton in Manhattan. For the Stuyvesant Town development, Moses
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provided almost seventeen acres of land on the Lower East Side that the
city cleared of existing housing and residents, as well as tax waivers for
twenty-five years, making this private endeavor quite public in nature.
This largesse drew criticism on its own, but what was completely unac-
ceptable to many critics was the fact that the city was heavily subsidiz-
ing a project that was intended for whites only.184 A great controversy
over the whites-only policy ensued, which Moses in essence refused to
acknowledge. At least partly in response to the charges of racism leveled
at Metropolitan Life over the Stuyvesant Town controversy, the com-
pany embarked on Riverton, a smaller Stuyvesant Town–like develop-
ment placed within the confines of Harlem. Although the controversy
illustrates the direct use of housing policy and programs to reinforce
racial residential segregation, it also led to the passage of a 1943 city
law blocking discrimination in publicly assisted housing.185

Housing discrimination also affected the housing options of middle-
class blacks who sought to leave established black neighborhoods like
Harlem for neighborhoods more in line with their newly achieved social
status. During the postwar period blacks achieved a significant degree
of upward mobility, although less than that realized by white ethnics.
Although most private businesses continued to refuse to hire blacks into
the 1950s, the municipal government emerged during this period as per-
haps the leading employer of blacks in the city. Historically, black em-
ployment by the city government had remained far lower than blacks’
representation in the population, but a mixture of political pressure,
commitment to equal opportunity in the public sector, and affirmative-
action programs in the 1960s created unprecedented opportunities for
blacks.186 Many of the families that gained or solidified their middle-
class status during the period behaved like their white counterparts:
they decided to seek out new homes in neighborhoods that were re-
flective of their socioeconomic mobility. However, unlike their white
counterparts, middle-class black home seekers found that their op-
tions were limited to areas that already had a black presence and that
would undergo further racial transition in the future. Many middle-
class black families thus sought out housing in the solidly middle-class
neighborhoods of southeastern Queens, such as St. Albans, Laurelton,
and Springfield Gardens. These areas contained single-family houses
and thus exuded the kind of suburban atmosphere that blacks were pre-
vented from enjoying outside the city limits. Blacks had resided in St.
Albans since the 1940s, when prominent actors, musicians, and athletes
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(including Lena Horne, Count Basie, and others) left Harlem.187 The
influx of additional black homeowners and renters made the area less
attractive to whites, who of course had suburban options available to
them, with the result that by the early 1970s St. Albans was almost ex-
clusively black. After 1970, the neighborhoods of southeastern Queens
attracted West Indian immigrants, who helped to solidify the racial pro-
file of the area.

Thus, during the period from 1930 to 1970, dramatic population
changes combined with new government approaches to housing to re-
shape the city. Migration from the South and Puerto Rico brought thou-
sands of brown and black newcomers to the city where housing—and
especially low-cost housing—was in very short supply. Given the pre-
vailing attitudes against interracial residential patterns, the inevitable
overflow of African Americans from established black neighborhoods
into adjacent neighborhoods would have sparked some degree of racial
transition in the city. However, the pace and course of transition were
abetted and even directed by new federal policies that enabled the white
middle class to leave the city for the burgeoning suburbs and ensured
that the neighborhoods they left behind would be starved for capital.
Desperate for shelter and facing limited options elsewhere, blacks and
Puerto Ricans moved into the older areas abandoned by whites, inher-
iting the aging and deteriorated housing. As a result, this tier of fed-
eral housing policies drained the city of its white middle-class residents
while trapping blacks and Latinos in declining inner-city neighbor-
hoods, thus heightening the suburban-urban disparities in race and in-
come. Other federal policies worked to reinforce these disparities while
also forcibly reshaping the city’s landscape. Urban renewal was manipu-
lated by city officials and white elites to remove entire minority neigh-
borhoods that were encroaching on white neighborhoods and elite in-
stitutions, displacing the largely poor and minority residents of these
sites into nearby areas or deeper into the ghetto. Public-housing projects
built in existing ghettos or in racially changing areas not only helped to
determine the pace and direction of neighborhood racial change but
also used bricks and mortar to build the spatial separation of the races
permanently into the urban landscape.

106 | Immigration, Race/Ethnicity, and Housing in New York through 1970



The New New Yorkers
Immigration from the 1970s to the Present

As the 1970s opened, non-Hispanic whites made up almost
two-thirds of the city’s population, non-Hispanic blacks almost one-
fifth, Hispanics about 15 percent, and non-Hispanics of “other race”
—the vast majority of whom were Chinese—constituted just under 2
percent.1 Thirty years later, the majority of the city’s population con-
sisted no longer of whites but of minorities. According to Census 2000,
only 35 percent of the city’s population was made up of non-Hispanic
whites, while blacks made up 24.5 percent, Hispanics 27 percent, and
Asians almost 10 percent.2 Not only did each large minority group
grow in size, but by 2000 each had become extremely diverse; being
Hispanic in New York was no longer equivalent to being Puerto Rican,
and the Chinese were no longer the only visible Asian group. The dri-
ving force behind the racial/ethnic redistribution of the city’s population
after 1970 was immigration, which brought not only large numbers of
newcomers to the city but also the most diverse—in their national ori-
gins and especially in their race/ethnicity—streams in the city’s long his-
tory of immigration. Indeed, immigration was the main population
dynamic leading to population growth over the period; without the
large numbers of immigrants arriving in New York City, the net out-
flows of native-born whites, native-born blacks, and Puerto Ricans that
had been occurring since 19703 would have caused the city to experi-
ence the same continuous declines in population suffered by those
Northeastern and Midwestern cities that do not receive many immi-
grants, such as Detroit and Pittsburgh. In fact, a number of cities are
now implementing policies and programs to recruit immigrants to offset
long-term population loss.4

Because by 1970 there was relatively little vacant land within the
boundaries of the city that was available for new development, the

3

107

 



settlement of new immigrants had to occur within an essentially fixed
housing stock and spatial structure; new entrants to the city had few
options for housing other than to replace those households that were
departing the city for other locations. Much of this turnover occurred
in majority-white, essentially middle-class areas with fairly young and
reasonably decent housing. An example is the Elmhurst-Corona area
(Queens Community District 4), where the loss of 37,000 whites be-
tween 1960 and 1980 was more than counterbalanced by an increase of
50,000 Latin Americans and 20,000 Asians. The tremendous surge in
the area’s Latin American and Asian populations, consisting largely of
immigrants, outpaced the addition of 11,000 blacks during the period,
some of whom were also foreign-born.5 Consequently, since 1970, the
city has witnessed the transition of neighborhoods that had only re-
cently been the strongholds of white ethnics into ethnic enclaves and
multiethnic communities. The specific pattern of neighborhood succes-
sion that occurred, however, was influenced by race. Some neighbor-
hoods transitioned from majority white to majority black during the
thirty years after 1970, while others witnessed the replacement of white
out-movers by new immigrants from Asia and/or Latin America. In
some cases, these turnover patterns produced ethnic-group dominant
enclaves, and in others they created highly diverse multiethnic struc-
tures. In Elmhurst-Corona, for example, the vast majority of Latin
American and Asian in-movers settled in the portion of the area domi-
nated by one- and two-family homes, while black in-movers dispropor-
tionately settled in the area’s cluster of apartment buildings, resulting in
ever-heightening levels of black spatial concentration within the larger
community district.6

To a degree, these current succession processes appear to have much
in common with the patterns of succession witnessed throughout New
York’s history, that is, the arrival of new immigrants who move into
housing abandoned by those seeking new residences elsewhere. Yet an
important distinction emerges. In this last era, the neighborhoods in
which these transitions occurred were largely lower-middle- and middle-
class areas, many of which contained single- and two-family houses that
were in fairly good shape and would become available for sale. Thus,
many of the new immigrant groups were inheriting fairly decent hous-
ing and neighborhoods that were far more stable and prosperous than
those acquired by the immigrants of the nineteenth century or by the
Southern-born blacks and Puerto Ricans of the mid-twentieth century.
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Indeed, the traditional immigrant-entry neighborhoods—such as the
Lower East Side and other tenement neighborhoods—were no longer
able to accommodate newcomers, as large portions of their housing
stocks had been replaced during urban renewal with public housing (to
which immigrants have little or no access, only partly because of long
waiting lists), and the previous waves of newcomers to those neighbor-
hoods—Southern-born blacks and Puerto Ricans—had unfortunately
discovered that the paths of mobility that had led earlier white ethnics
out of the ghetto were blocked for them by discrimination. Without the
kind of large-scale residential dispersion that earlier waves of white eth-
nics experienced, the traditional entry neighborhoods could not con-
tinue to serve as the first stage in the spatial assimilation process.7 Thus,
new entry neighborhoods emerged, many of a far higher quality than
the traditional neighborhoods were in their heyday.

Shifts in Immigration Policy: The Doors Reopen

The resumption of immigration to the city was largely ignited by the
passage of the Hart-Celler Act of 1965. The Hart-Celler Act eliminated
the discriminatory national-origins quotas that had been in place since
the 1920s, replacing them with numerical ceilings on the number of im-
migrants allowed to enter the country. The ceiling set for the countries
of the Eastern Hemisphere was 170,000, with a per-country limit of
20,000 per year, and the ceiling set for Western Hemisphere countries
was 120,000 legal admissions per year. A 1976 amendment established
a per-country limit on Western Hemisphere countries of 20,000, but an
amendment passed two years later replaced the hemispheric limits with
a worldwide ceiling of 290,000. This worldwide ceiling was raised by
the Immigration Act of 1990 to at least 675,000.8

In addition to substituting ceilings for national-origin quotas, Hart-
Celler also instituted a system whereby visas would be issued on a first-
come, first-served basis according to a preference system that prioritized
family reunification and the entry of persons with needed occupational
skills. Immediate family members (minor children, spouses, and par-
ents) of U.S. citizens can enter in numbers not counted against the nu-
merical ceiling of 226,000 visas under the family-sponsored preferences.
The total number of visas that can be issued under the employment-
based preferences is 140,000.9 The Immigration Act of 1990 added
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another category of visas, namely, diversity visas. The U.S. Diversity
Immigrant Visa Lottery Program was created to allocate visas to coun-
tries that had been adversely affected by the switch to an emphasis on
family reunification. Typically, these countries included European coun-
tries whose large-scale inflows had ended decades earlier and whose
current demand for visas exceeded the capacity of group members pres-
ent in the United States who could sponsor family members. One such
country was Ireland. Between 1992 and 1994, 40 percent of diversity
visas were set aside for Ireland, but in 1995 the permanent diversity
program went into effect, which mandated that the group of countries
eligible for diversity visas would change annually depending on the pat-
tern of preference visas.10

In 1986, Congress passed the Immigration Reform Control Act,
more commonly known as IRCA. IRCA had its origins in increasing
concerns about the growing numbers of undocumented aliens in the
United States and their presumed adverse effect on the wages and em-
ployment opportunities available to native-born workers. IRCA com-
prised three fundamental provisions. The first allowed certain groups of
undocumented aliens (i.e., those who could demonstrate continuous res-
idence in the United States since 1982 and those who had been engaged
in agricultural work for at least ninety days per year during 1983–85)
to legalize their status. The second instituted sanctions on employers
who knowingly hired undocumented workers, and the third related to
increases in border patrols. A surprising consequence of IRCA for New
York City was the finding that Mexicans—a small, if not invisible, im-
migrant group up to that point—constituted the second largest group
(after Dominicans) to apply for legalization.

The growth in the number of immigrants to the country and to New
York City in particular after the passage of Hart-Celler was dramatic.
During the 1946–49 period, an average of 153,725 immigrants were
legally admitted to the United States each year; for the 1995–96 period,
813,730 were legally admitted, representing a more than fivefold in-
crease. The increase in New York was not as staggering but still impres-
sive, 32,269 arriving on average each year between 1946 and 1949,
versus 115,687 per year during 1995–96 (a more than threefold in-
crease). Just as the growth of immigration to New York City did not
keep the rapid pace exhibited by immigration to the country as a whole,
the percentage of all immigrants legally admitted to the United States
who chose New York City as their intended destination fell from 21
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percent in 1946–49 to 14.2 percent for the later period.11 Despite this
modest decline, New York remains one of the predominant destinations
for immigrants to the United States, along with such cities as Los Ange-
les and Miami.

In addition to helping to increase the size of the flows coming to the
city and the nation, the Hart-Celler Act inaugurated a sharp shift in the
origins of immigrants. No longer dominated by Europeans, the new
flows of immigrants were far more likely to originate in the countries of
Latin America and Asia. However, not all immigrant destinations in the
country receive an identical profile of immigrants, and the immigrants
who choose New York as their destination may have one of the most dis-
tinctive profiles. Compared to all immigrants to the nation, immigrants
coming to New York City are less likely to come from Asia, Central
America, and North America (a flow dominated by Mexicans) but more
likely to come from the Caribbean, South America, and Europe.12 Immi-
grants from Africa make up a small and equal proportion of all immi-
grants to the United States and to New York City; however, between
1990–1999 and 1995–96, the number and proportion of African immi-
grants to the city rose dramatically.13 Thus, the patterns of immigration
to the city have not only diversified the city’s overall racial/ethnic profile
but have also diversified each large racial/ethnic group by nativity status.
No other city in the country can claim an equivalent degree of diversity.

Because the diversity of immigrants to New York City is so extreme,
in the following pages we will focus on just a few groups culled from
the “top twenty source countries” list published by the New York City
Department of City Planning in their sequence of reports on immigra-
tion.14 The groups chosen—Dominicans, Soviet Jews, Chinese, and the
range of Caribbean immigrants—have stayed on the list continually
since the early 1980s and represent each major racial/ethnic group. In
the interests of brevity, our emphasis here will be on the similarities and
dissimilarities with earlier waves of immigrants and on current settle-
ment patterns and their correlates.

The New New Yorkers

The Dominicans

Immigrants from the Dominican Republic began arriving in the city
during the postwar years, but in very small numbers. The small scale of
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the Dominican exodus was due mainly to severe restrictions on emigra-
tion imposed by the dictator Rafael Trujillo. After his assassination in
1961, the restrictions were lifted, and with the passage of Hart-Celler,
Dominicans began leaving for the United States in far larger numbers,
with most choosing to settle in New York.15 And the increase in the size
of the flows was impressive: almost 10,000 registered immigrants from
the Dominican Republic arrived in New York City each year during
1972–79; this number rose to almost 14,500 during 1982–89 and to
just over 22,000 during 1990–94.16 The size of the Dominican influx
made the Dominican Republic the top-ranked source country for new
immigrants to the city. This changed during 1995–96, when the number
arriving legally each year dipped to 19,600, making Dominicans the
second-largest group of new arrivals after immigrants from the former
Soviet Union.17

The earliest waves of Dominicans to the city were largely members of
that nation’s middle class, who were seeking to escape the repressive
Trujillo regime. With the arrival of greater political stability and free-
dom in the Dominican Republic, economic motivations for emigration
began to predominate. The relative dominance of the middle class
among Dominicans continued into the 1970s, but after that decade the
presence of workers with far fewer skills began to increase; these mi-
grants were pushed by the limited economic opportunities in the Do-
minican Republic and pulled by the demand for low-wage labor in the
United States. Although the overall socioeconomic status of this immi-
grant stream declined, the very poorest members of Dominican society
continue to be vastly underrepresented among immigrants to the United
States and New York.18

In New York, Dominicans have, like Puerto Ricans before them, con-
centrated in sectors of the economy, such as manufacturing and whole-
sale/retail trades, that have experienced a significant contraction and
wage decline in the course of economic restructuring. These declining
opportunities, when combined with the increasing supply of low-wage
labor from other new immigrant groups, have contributed to the signif-
icant degree of economic disadvantage that is observed in this group.
Indeed, Dominicans, on average, are one of the poorest groups in the
city, with a median household income of $20,000 in 1998, compared to
$35,000 for the city as a whole. Compounding the negative effects of
declining economic opportunities is the low level of human capital ex-
hibited by this group. While just over half (51.5 percent) of Dominican
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adults aged twenty-five and older in the city had at most a high school
diploma in 1999, the comparable figure for all adults in the city was 75
percent.19

Upon arriving in the city, Dominicans tended to settle in some of the
relatively low-cost areas already occupied by Puerto Ricans, enabling
the newest arrivals to easily function in their daily lives without the
use of English. However, this settlement pattern meant that Domini-
cans tended to inherit deteriorated and overwhelmingly renter-occupied
housing and inferior neighborhood conditions. Such areas of initial set-
tlement included the Lower East Side, parts of the West Side of Manhat-
tan from Fifty-ninth Street up into Hamilton Heights, as well as the
neighborhoods of Bushwick and Williamsburg in Brooklyn.20 However,
the neighborhood in New York that became the center of the Domini-
can community was Washington Heights/Inwood in upper Manhattan.
More than 80 percent of immigrants settling in this neighborhood dur-
ing the 1983–89 period were Dominican, and the area remains one of
the dominant destinations in the city for new arrivals.21 Consequently,
in 1999, almost two-thirds (64.4 percent) of all Dominican households
lived in the area, and almost half (45.3 percent) of the area’s households
reported being of Dominican origin.22

Over time, the Dominican community has expanded geographically.
During the 1980s, a clear movement eastward began from Washington
Heights/Inwood into the neighborhoods of the west Bronx (such as Uni-
versity Heights, Morris Heights, Highbridge, and Tremont). Expansion
out from the early settlements in Williamsburg and Bushwick in Brook-
lyn also occurred throughout the past two decades. In addition, Do-
minicans also live in Queens, settling in multiethnic neighborhoods such
as Jackson Heights, Elmhurst, Corona, and Flushing in the northeastern
portion of the borough, where the majority of new Hispanic immigrants
from Central and South America also tend to settle, along with many
Asian immigrants.23

Although it appears that the Dominicans’ incorporation into the
lower rungs of the housing hierarchy parallels their incorporation into
the lower tiers of the economy,24 it is likely that the range of housing
options available to Dominicans is not shaped only by choice (i.e., an
affinity for areas where Spanish is spoken) or by ability to pay. Because
Dominicans are most likely among all Latino groups in the city to re-
port being of black race (27 percent versus 19 percent among all His-
panics in 1999),25 it is likely that their housing choices have been and
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continue to be affected by the same kinds of constraints experienced by
African Americans and Puerto Ricans (18 percent of whom report black
race). Indeed, when foreign-born Dominican households are compared
to a full range of other native- and foreign-born households of differing
race/ethnicity, they exhibit, along with other groups of African and La-
tino ancestry, the least advantageous housing and neighborhood out-
comes, even when a variety of factors—such as income, education, and
household structure—are controlled.26 The similarity in effects among
groups of African and Latino ancestry strongly suggests the influence
on households’ housing choices of similar factors, among which may
be various forms of discrimination. Moreover, Dominicans in the New
York Primary Metropolitan Statistical Area (NY-PMSA) are even more
segregated from non-Hispanic whites than are Puerto Ricans.27

The Soviet Jews

The modern outflow of Jews from the former Soviet Union began in
the early 1970s, after the Soviet government lifted restrictions on emi-
gration. Restrictions were again put into place in 1982, but relaxed in
1987 as part of Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost. These changes
in Soviet emigration policy are reflected in the numbers of immigrants
from the former Soviet Union arriving in New York: an annual average
of 2,664 arrived during 1972–79; the figure dipped to 1,347 during
1982–89 but mushroomed to 13,260 in 1990–94 and to over 20,000 in
1995–96.28 Indeed, as indicated above, by the latter period, former
Soviets had overtaken Dominicans to rank as the largest single immi-
grant group arriving in New York City.

Like the waves of Eastern European Jews arriving at the turn of the
twentieth century, Jews from the former Soviet Union were largely es-
caping a hostile atmosphere of anti-Semitism that limited their own and
their children’s economic futures, as well as their overall well-being. The
problems and dangers faced by Jews in the Soviet Union outweighed by
far the importance of more-general reasons to leave, including chronic
food shortages and the many other difficulties associated with life in the
Soviet Union. As a result, just like their Eastern European Jewish prede-
cessors, Soviet Jews coming to the United States and to New York were
coming to stay. There was no homeland to which they would dream of
returning.29

Because Soviet Jews were fleeing persecution in their homeland,
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many—85 percent of all immigrants from the former Soviet Union dur-
ing 1995–9630—qualified to enter the United States as refugees, a status
that entitled them to a range of services and benefits including public
assistance and housing subsidies. This status and the benefits that at-
tend it distinguish Soviet Jews from other new immigrants in the city. In
addition, unlike other immigrant groups, Soviet Jews benefit in the
resettlement and incorporation processes by aid provided from long-
established private Jewish agencies. These agencies include the Hebrew
Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), which was formed in 1909 through the
merger of other agencies to facilitate the adjustment of the earlier waves
of Eastern European Jewish immigrants, and the New York Association
for New Americans (NYANA), which was formed in 1949 to assist Jew-
ish refugees arriving after World War II.31

One key way in which these agencies have helped the modern Soviet
Jewish immigrants is in the settlement process. They have helped newly
arriving Soviet Jews to settle in many of the city’s aging Eastern Euro-
pean Jewish neighborhoods, including Brighton Beach, Borough Park,
Midwood, and Williamsburg in Brooklyn, Rego Park and Forest Hills
in Queens, and Washington Heights in Manhattan,32 enabling this
group to inherit a housing stock that was in fairly good condition.
These actions have helped to revive the Jewish character of these areas
and offered Soviet Jews an opportunity to live among persons with
whom they may share some cultural ties. However, by essentially steer-
ing these white immigrants into fading white neighborhoods, the agen-
cies have effectively helped to reinforce patterns of racial segregation in
the city. In fact, during the 1970s, many white residents in Canarise, in
southern Brooklyn, when facing the spillover of African Americans and
Caribbean blacks from neighborhoods in the northern portion of the
borough, welcomed the new immigrants and even actively pursued their
settlement to block the entry of blacks.33 In 1995–96, the neighbor-
hoods in the southern portion of Brooklyn (Gravesend, Homecrest, Bay
Ridge, Bensonhurst, Sheepshead Bay, Brighton Beach, and Midwood)
remained the major destinations of new arrivals from the former So-
viet Union, while Rego Park, Forest Hills, and Kew Gardens in Queens
also continued to receive substantial numbers of new immigrants from
the former Soviet Union. Washington Heights in Manhattan and the
neighborhoods of Parkchester/Van Ness, Kingsbridge, and Norwood/
Williamsbridge also served as destinations for smaller numbers of new
arrivals from the former Soviet Union.34
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The Chinese

Before the 1940s, most Chinese immigrants in New York were from
Canton, and thus Cantonese was the dominant—if not the sole—lan-
guage spoken in Chinatown. Chinese immigrants arrived as sojourners,
planning to make a sufficient amount of money to enable them to re-
turn home and buy land in their native villages. After World War II and
with the liberalization of immigration laws, Chinese from other parts of
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan increasingly came to New York, among
them speakers of other dialects, including Mandarin and Fukienese.35

After the passage of Hart-Celler, Chinese immigration increased in
size and in diversity. During 1972–79, an average of 5,190 immigrants
from mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong came to New York City
each year. The flows of Chinese swelled to almost 9,000 per year during
1982–89 and to just under 12,000 each year from 1990 to 1996. The
size of the immigration from mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan
would be so large as to consistently rank China (as a single category) as
the third-largest source country of immigrants to New York City over
the period.36 In addition, the surge of immigrants from China as well as
of ethnic Chinese immigrants from elsewhere in Asia figured strongly in
the more than fivefold growth in the city’s Chinese population over
thirty years (from just under 70,000 in 1970 to just over 360,000 in
2000)37.

The recent flows of Chinese immigrants to the city come from a
variety of origins, both rural and urban, in mainland China, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan. From mainland China come both rural and urban
migrants seeking greater economic and political freedom and opportu-
nity. Rural migrants generally are poor, with little education and little
or no English-language skills, and those from urban areas have better
job skills but still lack the ability to speak English well. Chinese immi-
grants from Hong Kong are all urban in origin and have work experi-
ence, training, and skills that are easily transferred to the United States.
Many left Hong Kong in anticipation of that country’s return to main-
land rule in 1997; these immigrants tend to be better off financially than
those from the mainland, with many arriving with capital derived from the
liquidation of their interests in Hong Kong. Immigrants from Taiwan also
tend to be better off than those from the mainland, with many having re-
ceived Western-style educations and thus possessing English-language
skills as well as skills that are easily absorbed by the U.S. economy.38
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Unlike the original Chinese immigrants who arrived in the nineteenth
century, the current waves come as settlers rather than sojourners.

The large size of the immigration from China quickly overwhelmed
the ability of Chinatown to absorb all the newcomers. As a result, its
boundaries overflowed and the area expanded to incorporate areas that
had housed Jews and Puerto Ricans, as well as almost the entire area of
Little Italy. In addition, new satellite Chinatowns began to emerge by
the early 1980s, which were all accessible to Old Chinatown by subway.
One important satellite community is in Flushing, Queens, a neighbor-
hood that also receives a substantial number of Korean and Asian In-
dian immigrants. The Flushing satellite differs from Old Chinatown in
being more affluent and culturally distinct, largely because of the pre-
dominance of the Taiwanese there. Mandarin is more often spoken in
the Flushing enclave. In contrast, Old Chinatown, the heart of the eth-
nic economy, is disproportionately composed of a culturally diverse set
of Chinese immigrants who tend to have recently arrived, possess very
few skills, and generally lack the ability to speak English.39 Flushing had
been an overwhelmingly white neighborhood prior to the resumption
of large-scale immigration after 1965, with a relatively well-maintained
housing stock of single- and two-family houses. As a result, the Chi-
nese who moved to Flushing inherited better-quality housing—much
of which they would purchase—than did those who moved to Old
Chinatown, with its older housing stock dominated by tenements and
other rundown older rental housing.40 In addition to Flushing, many
Chinese also live in Elmhurst, Jackson Heights, and Corona in Queens,
neighborhoods where significant numbers of immigrants from Korea,
the Philippines, India, Ecuador, and Colombia also settle, as well as in
Woodside, Forest Hills, and other communities in that borough.

A second satellite Chinatown emerged in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. Sun-
set Park is a multiethnic working-class community that attracts other
new immigrants in substantial numbers, including Dominicans and
Mexicans. In general, the satellite in Sunset Park has more in common
with Old Chinatown than does the satellite in Flushing. In particular,
the Chinese community in Sunset Park is more likely to be working
class than of higher socioeconomic status and is dominated by rental
rather than owner-occupied housing. As such, the satellite in Sunset
Park can be considered more an extension of Old Chinatown than a
completely new community like Flushing. However, the housing stock
in Sunset Park is not as old as that in Chinatown, and like Flushing, it
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offers more opportunities for homeownership. As a result, Chinese resi-
dents of Sunset Park are more likely to own their own homes than are
their compatriots in Old Chinatown. This is no small thing; for many
Chinese, the true symbol of success is owning a home, rather than the
kind of job or amount of money that one makes.41 Other Brooklyn
neighborhoods that also attract new Chinese immigrants include Bay
Ridge, Borough Park, and Gravesend/Homecrest, the same neighbor-
hoods where many new immigrants from the former Soviet Union also
have settled.42

Caribbean Blacks

Caribbean immigration to New York City has a long history. The
influx of foreign-born blacks from Caribbean countries had been suffi-
ciently substantial at the turn of the twentieth century to have the for-
eign-born constitute 16.7 percent of all blacks in the city in 1930.43

Immigration from the West Indies declined during the Depression and
World War II. A postwar resurgence of immigration was curtailed by
the McCarran-Walter Act, which prohibited the use of “home country”
visas by colonial subjects. With the United States no longer an option
for migrants wishing to leave the West Indies, the flows were redirected
to Britain; this redirection was short-lived, however, as the British gov-
ernment imposed restrictions on colonial migration in 1962 and the
Hart-Celler Act reopened the door to America in 1965. As in the past,
about half of new Caribbean immigrants to the United States after 1965
chose to settle in New York City.44

Unlike the flows of Chinese and former Soviets, the flow of non-
Hispanic Caribbean immigrants to the city stayed fairly stable in size
over time. During 1972–79, an average of 16,522 immigrants arrived in
the city each year from the non-Hispanic Caribbean, and the corre-
sponding figures for 1982–89 and 1990–94 were 19,167 and 15,152.
Evidence for 1995–96 suggests a decline in the total flow from the non-
Hispanic Caribbean, as fewer newcomers from some of the largest indi-
vidual groups—Jamaicans, Guyanese, and Trinidadians and Tobago-
ans—arrived each year than was the case during 1990–94. Despite these
declines, these countries (along with Haiti) individually remain among
the top-twenty source countries of immigrants to the city.45

The West Indian immigrants arriving in the early decades of the
twentieth century did not form their own ethnic neighborhoods, but the
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same is not true today, when West Indian enclaves are evident within
and near established African American areas. Instead of concentrating
in Manhattan, as early West Indian migrants did, post-1965 Carib-
beans have disproportionately chosen Brooklyn. The geographic core of
the West Indian community to develop in the wake of Hart-Celler was
in Crown Heights, in central Brooklyn. Gradually the community ex-
panded into neighboring East Flatbush and then into Flatbush during
the 1970s. In the following decade, new West Indian settlements were
also visible in southeastern Queens, in such areas as Springfield Gar-
dens, Laurelton, and Cambria Heights, as well as in the northeast
Bronx in Wakefield and Williamsbridge. These areas continue to receive
large numbers of new immigrants from the Caribbean.46

As was the case with many other immigrant groups, West Indians
largely replaced ethnic whites departing those neighborhoods for other
locations, typically outside the city. However, what made the resettle-
ment process for West Indian immigrants distinctive from that experi-
enced by most other new immigrant groups was that the neighborhoods
into which the Caribbeans moved rapidly turned over, eventually com-
ing to have black majorities. Two basic processes appear to have been at
work. First, the neighborhoods to which Caribbean blacks moved,
although majority white, were located near established majority-black
areas. Proximity to majority-black neighborhoods has been shown to be
a significant predictor of rapid growth in black population.47 The sec-
ond process at work in the rapid succession of these neighborhoods
from majority-white to majority-black occupancy appears to be a long-
standing reluctance among whites to live among blacks, particularly
when the presence of blacks exceeds a threshold of comfort (typically
above 20 percent or so).48 As blacks enter a white neighborhood, some
whites choose to leave; because the presence of blacks deters many
white movers from moving in, most out-moving whites are replaced by
blacks, which raises the black presence in the area beyond the tolerance
level of some of the remaining white residents. As a result, more whites
leave, only to be replaced by blacks. The process continues in a self-
feeding manner until the area is predominantly—if not exclusively—
black. Although a number of authors have argued that this traditional
pattern of change is no longer the exclusive pattern of change in U.S.
cities,49 it is a process that seems to characterize neighborhood change
in New York even to this day. As described above, this was the pat-
tern serving to concentrate both foreign- and native-born blacks in one
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corner of the broader Elmhurst-Corona area during the 1960s and
1970s.50 The same dynamic occurred in New York in the 1990s when
Caribbean-born blacks began to move into Canarsie and Flatlands, an
area in Brooklyn where a real estate agency was firebombed three times
over the summer and early fall of 1991 for selling homes to blacks.51

Describing the racial change in the area between 1990 and 2000, New
York Times reporter Janny Scott writes,

Mr. Palmer found his house in Brooklyn near the border of Flatlands
and Canarsie. . . . There were just a handful of black families on the
block back then. But within a few years, he recalled, most of the white
people up and left. “I guess they see black people coming,” Mr. Palmer
said, chuckling. “And they run away from black people.”52

The process Mr. Palmer described led to a very rapid turnover; whereas
the area was less than 10 percent black in 1990, almost 60 percent of its
residents in 2000 were black.53 The emergence of Canarsie and Flat-
lands as Caribbean enclaves has also brought new arrivals to these
areas. Indeed, these areas appear to receive growing numbers of new
arrivals from the Caribbean, especially from Jamaica.54

The tendency for neighborhoods to shift rapidly from a majority-
white occupancy to a majority-black occupancy following the entry of
Caribbean-born blacks illustrates how race defines the life chances and
residential opportunities of this immigrant group. Moreover, the rapid
transition of these neighborhoods and the fact that they are situated
near and even adjacent to established black neighborhoods indicates
that the settlement process of foreign-born blacks is associated with the
persistence of racial segregation and with the growth and consolidation
of black areas in the city.55 Indeed, when measured by the index of dis-
similarity, the overall level of segregation between West Indians and
non-Hispanic whites in 1990 was about equal to the high level between
African Americans and non-Hispanics whites—83 and 84, respectively
—each increasing by about one point since 1980. These same factors
contribute to the far lower levels of segregation between West Indians
and African Americans; the 1990 dissimilarity index for this pair of
groups stood at 42, which was almost two points lower than the value
for 1980.56 Thus, whereas both African Americans and West Indians
inhabit neighborhoods that are physically separate from those occupied
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by whites in New York, they appear to be increasingly likely to share
the same neighborhoods.57

Although levels of segregation suggest that the housing and neighbor-
hood characteristics of African Americans and West Indians should be
indecipherable, available data suggest that West Indians (and the larger
group of foreign-born blacks) actually experience an advantage, relative
to African Americans, on these outcomes.58 Specifically, homeownership
is more prevalent among West Indians than African Americans. Part of
this difference may be due to the economic advantage enjoyed by West
Indian households, which tend to have more workers and therefore
higher household incomes than comparable African American house-
holds. Another important factor in the greater prevalence of homeown-
ership among West Indians is the cultural emphasis placed on owning
a home, as described by scholars of the diaspora, novelists, as well as
the immigrants themselves.59 Indeed, as Mr. Palmer, the Jamaican immi-
grant, explains,

A house to the Caribbean man is something very important. . . . He has
to have a house, as opposed to an apartment. Whatever happens, the
house comes first, so you can have a family and your friends can meet
there. So when I came here, the desire also was to achieve this house,
this houseness.60

These factors both enabled and motivated many West Indian house-
holds to seek out ownership opportunities in formerly white neighbor-
hoods. Moreover, the tendency for West Indian households to occupy
better-quality housing and neighborhoods than African Americans di-
rectly results from their relative concentration in formerly white middle-
class neighborhoods that had stocks of owner-occupied homes. The
concentration of owned homes in these areas helped to prevent the kind
of deterioration that occurred in other predominantly rental areas like
Brownsville and Harlem in the wake of racial transition.61 However,
although West Indians may have an advantage in their residential char-
acteristics relative to African Americans, the marked disadvantage that
is associated with black race all but ensures that their position relative
to other immigrant and native-born groups will be less favorable.62

Thus, since 1970, a variety of new immigrant groups have made
New York City their home. The outflows of native-born blacks, Puerto
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Ricans, and especially native-born whites during the period helped to
open vacancies into which new immigrants could settle. However, with-
in the context of New York’s segmented housing market, the locations
in which specific groups settled tended to be determined by their race/
ethnicity. At one extreme is the case of Caribbean blacks, whose in-
movement to white neighborhoods fueled a process of neighborhood
succession that adjoined these emerging Caribbean enclaves to neigh-
boring black areas. As a result, not only have patterns of racial segre-
gation been reinforced, but the geographic scope and density of black
areas have grown.

At the other extreme is the case of Soviet Jews, whose settlement was
assisted by rent subsidies received from the federal government and by
private Jewish agencies that relocated many newcomers in aging Jewish
neighborhoods. Of course, it is unlikely that these new immigrants, if
left to negotiate the racially segmented market on their own, would
have settled in more racially diverse areas. However, the intervention of
these private agencies clearly represents a force that is wholly external
to the “pure” operations of the housing market and that helps to re-
inforce the color line in housing.

Between these extremes lie the experiences of the myriad new Asian
and Hispanic immigrants. Some, especially members of various Asian
groups, have developed enclaves in relatively stable and well-preserved
neighborhoods that had once housed a previous generation of new
middle-class homeowners. Other groups, such as Dominicans, have not
been as successful in their quest for incorporation into New York’s
economy and its housing market. Although it is difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to empirically disaggregate the portions of this outcome that are
associated with pure choice, preferences, and low income from that
which is associated with discrimination, the available research points to
a potent role played by the persistence of discrimination that may limit
Dominicans’ housing choices to the least desirable neighborhoods and
to lower-quality housing units overall.63

Housing Policy and Development

By 1974, government intervention at all levels had turned to provid-
ing rent subsidies instead of producing new housing, effectively elimi-
nating new construction in the city. In the 1980s, construction picked
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up slightly, concentrated mainly in Manhattan in the form of luxury
housing below Ninety-sixth Street. This growth spurt largely resulted
from the phasing out of tax-abatement programs for private developers
in Manhattan, but it also responded to the demand for luxury accom-
modations growing out of the Wall Street boom. The demand for lux-
ury housing was also met by rapid growth in ownership possibilities,
largely through new construction or the conversion of existing buildings
to condominiums and cooperatives.

The concentration of financial investment in Manhattan south of
Ninety-sixth Street stands in stark contrast to the widespread abandon-
ment that had been destroying entire neighborhoods in upper Manhat-
tan and, especially, in Brooklyn and the Bronx since the 1960s. The rate
of abandonment reached its peak in the 1970s, when approximately
40,000 units were lost each year during 1970–78; after that, the rate
of abandonment steadily dropped, reaching about 13,600 per year in
the mid-1980s.64 To put the consequences of abandonment in relative
terms, housing losses in the Bronx and Brooklyn alone accounted for
more than 80 percent of net housing losses nationwide during 1970–
80.65 Abandonment was such a powerful force that new construction in
combination with other additions to the housing supply (i.e., conver-
sions from nonresidential use) could not offset losses until the 1981–84
period, when 11,000 total units were added to the housing stock. More-
over, abandonment was concentrated in specific neighborhoods that had
already experienced serious decline and that had been predominantly
populated by blacks and Puerto Ricans. The result was the differential
destruction of poor, already disenfranchised communities and the wide-
spread displacement of minority households without the resources to
secure new housing in an increasingly unaffordable and segregated mar-
ket. Moreover, because abandonment was at its peak at a time when
the city was nearly bankrupt, there were neither local nor federal mon-
eys available to meet the increasingly desperate demand for affordable
housing.

In response to the abandonment crisis, the City Council in 1976 en-
acted Local Law 45, which allowed the city to take ownership of tax-
delinquent properties after one year rather than the previously defined
three-year period of arrears. As a result, the number of tax-foreclosed,
or in rem, buildings began to skyrocket; by 1986 the city owned over
100,000 units of in rem housing units, over half of which were occu-
pied. The size of the in rem stock in that year made the city government
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the fourth-largest manager of low-income housing in the nation, sur-
passed only by the public-housing authorities of New York, Puerto
Rico, and Chicago.66

Following the economic recovery of the early 1980s, in 1986 the city
began its “ten-year plan,” in which it devoted over $5 billion to create
some 150,000 new units of affordable housing. Some of these new units
would derive from new construction, but the majority would derive
from the rehabilitation of city-owned properties. The ten-year plan has
created new homeownership opportunities and returned tens of thou-
sands of rental units to the city’s housing stock through a variety of pro-
grams and partnerships with various local and national organizations,
including the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), the Enter-
prise Foundation, and the New York City Housing Partnership.67 De-
pending on the program, new units have been allocated to homeless,
low-, middle-, and moderate-income families, and rents have been de-
termined according to federal guidelines of affordability. Units intended
for the non-homeless have been rented to families who were selected by
a lottery and who were subsequently determined to be stable tenants,
and units for the homeless have been filled by families already in the
city’s shelter system. Homeless units were first tenanted in 1986, and
the first five hundred non-homeless units were tenanted in 1989; in
that year, over 90 percent of new (non-homeless) tenants were black or
Hispanic, and almost two-thirds had come from an overcrowded or
doubled-up situation,68 illustrating that city-sponsored production has
helped to answer the housing needs of many disadvantaged households.

The ten-year plan has been widely praised for renewing many of
New York’s devastated neighborhoods,69 even receiving the praise of
former president Clinton during a visit to the South Bronx.70 A small
number of academic studies have tried to quantify the impact of the ten-
year plan on surrounding neighborhoods. In general, production under
the ten-year plan appears to be associated with positive “spillover”
effects, such as rising sales prices for housing near ten-year-plan proj-
ects.71 In addition, there is some evidence that the program is associated
with declining prevalence of vacant and boarded-up buildings,72 a find-
ing that may lead to further gains for affected neighborhoods given the
association of vacant and boarded-up buildings with various forms of
physical and social disorder and the salience of such structures in the
minds of potential investors.73 However, some evidence suggests that
the plan is associated with increasing concentrations of poor, welfare-
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receiving, and single-parent households.74 Although the extent and di-
rection of the ten-year plan’s overall effect on New York’s housing and
neighborhoods has yet to be definitively identified, what is clear is that
the city has spent more of its own money on housing programs than all
the other major cities in the nation combined.75 The city continues to
work with a variety of organizations to bring its remaining stock of in
rem housing back into the general housing stock. The success of the ten-
year plan has left the city with relatively few and far smaller parcels,
and thus the current programs operate on a smaller scale. Rather than
bringing entire neighborhoods back to life, the city’s current programs
focus largely on redeveloping individual buildings and lots to increase
the availability of affordable housing.

Conclusion

The passage of the Hart-Celler Act reopened the nation’s door. Immi-
grants, however, do not just settle randomly but instead concentrate in
certain cities or metropolitan areas. The shift in key source regions from
Europe to Asia and Latin America that characterizes this latest period
propelled some U.S. cities (like Los Angeles) onto the list of key receiv-
ing areas, yet hundreds of thousands of immigrants continued to make
New York their new home. Not only did this enable the city to retain its
historic role as one of the premier destinations for newcomers to the
country, but the influx of new immigrants also enabled the city to avoid
the dramatic population losses suffered by other cities that did not at-
tract immigrants.

The post-1965 immigrants encountered a housing market far differ-
ent from the one greeting their predecessors who arrived in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. What would be likely receiving
neighborhoods according to the spatial assimilation model, namely,
lower-income and rundown areas, were largely unable to accommodate
new arrivals. Many of these areas had undergone structural changes in
their housing stocks during the period of urban renewal, including the
replacement of tenements and other older buildings by public housing,
which placed these areas out of the reach of newly arrived immigrants.
The most recent in-movers to many of these areas, that is, black and
Puerto Rican households, having found their prospects for residential
mobility blocked by discrimination, were simply not leaving for better
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neighborhoods in the same way that earlier waves of immigrants had
done, thereby constraining the potential for large-scale turnover. And
finally, the widespread abandonment that afflicted many of these areas
resulted in large swaths of uninhabitable housing pockmarked by rub-
ble-strewn lots and the occasional inhabited—but seriously rundown—
apartment building.

So instead of making their first homes in the least desirable portions
of the city, many of the new immigrants were able to find accommoda-
tions in middle-class areas that had only recently been left behind by
whites moving to the suburbs. As the ten-year plan began returning
large numbers of units back to the housing market, these renovated
units would also become available for immigrant home seekers. The in-
movement of new immigrants to once solidly white, middle-class areas
sparked a new round of neighborhood transition, but the precise path
of transition was determined by the race of the in-movers and the prox-
imity of the areas to black neighborhoods. The distaste among whites
for integrated living with blacks practically ensured that in-movement
by black Caribbeans would spark a wholesale transition to a black
majority within a decade’s time, especially if the area was deemed too
close to an established black neighborhood. In contrast, whites’ greater
tolerance for having Latino and especially Asian neighbors led many
neighborhoods to develop a truly multiethnic profile. Thus, the harden-
ing of the color line that began early in the twentieth century would
serve to narrow the range of opportunities available not only to native-
born blacks and dark-skinned Latinos but also to new immigrants who
shared the stigma of black racial ancestry.
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Assimilation or Stratification?
Predicting Housing and Neighborhood
Conditions for New York City Households

As each new group of European immigrants arrived in New
York during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they began the
process of assimilation. Although some groups were initially greeted
with disdain and were believed to be unfit for American society, the fact
that they would eventually be recognized as white meant that the initial
obstacles to social and economic improvements they encountered would
diminish and eventually disappear altogether. Indeed, by 1970, the de-
scendants of these early European immigrants were basically indistin-
guishable from one another and from other whites with a longer history
of settlement in the city and the nation.

The experiences of the European immigrants illustrate the main ten-
ets of assimilation and spatial assimilation theories, but the experiences
of black and Latino immigrants and migrants tell a much different
story. Rather than seeing increasing opportunities for better jobs, higher
incomes, and better living conditions—as did their European counter-
parts—these groups witnessed growing restrictions on their choices, es-
pecially in the realm of housing. The source for these narrowing op-
portunities lay, to a significant degree, in hardening white attitudes and
an increasingly impermeable color line that fed not just individuals’
reactions to the arrival of blacks in formerly white neighborhoods but
also public and private decisions regarding the redevelopment of, and
availability of financing to, deteriorated neighborhoods. The unmistak-
able importance of structural barriers to minorities’—and especially
blacks’—free choice underlies the growth of the dual housing market
and illustrates the basic propositions of place stratification theory.

But to what degree do these theoretical approaches continue to de-
scribe the process of locational attainment? In this chapter we address
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this question, basing our evaluations on a series of statistical analyses.
The story our analyses tell is a mixed one, partly optimistic in what it
says about the overall assimilation process for immigrants, but decid-
edly pessimistic in what it says about the persistence of the color line
in the urban housing market. The “good” news is that our analyses re-
veal continuing support for the overall process of spatial assimilation,
in that households that have higher income and higher education, that
own their homes, and that do not receive any government income assis-
tance tend to live in higher-quality housing and neighborhoods than do
households with fewer socioeconomic resources and those that rent or
live in public housing. Of at least equal importance, there is a clear ten-
dency for housing environments to improve as generation rises and time
passes, indicating that contemporary immigrants are, by and large, like
their predecessors and gradually becoming integrated into the fabric of
American society. Indeed, the kind of structural integration that is re-
flected by residential assimilation is a key step toward other important
forms of integration, including intermarriage.

Although our findings may help to quiet fears about the willingness
and ability of today’s immigrants to become integrated into American
society, we also find substantial evidence that this form of structural in-
tegration is simply less available to black and Hispanic households than
to those households that are white or Asian. Indeed, on every one of
our nine measures of housing and neighborhood quality, black house-
holds live in decidedly worse conditions than do comparable white
households, and often by a very large margin. A similarly bleak picture
emerges for Hispanic households, particularly for Puerto Ricans and
Dominicans, while the housing environments of whites and Asians do
not consistently differ in quality (yet when they do, it is in whites’ favor,
but only marginally so).

That Hispanic and particularly black households reside in the lowest-
quality housing and in neighborhoods with the fewest resources, even
after we statistically take account of the variety of characteristics related
to preferences and the ability to pay for high-quality environments, pro-
vides indisputable evidence for the continuing salience of stratification
processes. However, we also find that stratification works to ensure that
even the most affluent black and Hispanic households live in neigh-
borhoods that are far lower in quality than those in which the poorest
whites live. As such, our findings reveal fundamental racial/ethnic dis-
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parities in access to the kinds of place-based resources that can facili-
tate social and economic stability and set the next generation on its way
to achieving more than their parents did. In short, the stark divisions in
housing and neighborhood environments that separate whites and
Asians from African Americans and Latinos signals the inevitable con-
tinuation of racial/ethnic inequality not just in housing but in all aspects
of social and economic life.

Our Approach

Before we proceed to our analyses, a few words are needed regarding
the analytical approach we take. We examine a total of nine outcomes
(all of which are described in detail in appendix A): three housing con-
ditions (homeownership, crowding, and the presence of three or more
maintenance deficiencies) and six neighborhood conditions (percentage
that is white, rates of crime and teenage fertility, the percentage of the
population receiving public assistance, the percentage of students under-
performing in math, and the percentage of housing units that are either
one- or two-family homes, all measured for subareas). The housing con-
ditions we examine are important as indicators of socioeconomic status
and the creation of wealth (homeownership), as widely accepted indi-
cators of housing status (crowding and undermaintenance), and as in-
dicators of conditions that can adversely affect the health of residents
(undermaintenance),1 and thereby their educational attainment and eco-
nomic productivity. The neighborhood conditions we examine are stan-
dard in studies of locational attainment (percentage that is white), re-
flect the kinds of behaviors that can derail an individual’s chances for
future social and economic success and thwart the potential for upward
mobility across generations (rates of crime and teenage fertility, under-
performing schools, and percentage receiving public assistance), and ap-
proximate suburban environments within the city’s boundaries (percent-
age of units that are one- or two-family homes). Thus, by selecting these
nine outcomes, we cover a broader range of outcomes than other stud-
ies have examined and include outcomes with important theoretical and
practical implications.

Our analytical approach involves using both descriptive and multi-
variate statistical techniques; with respect to the latter, we estimate
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regression models predicting each of the nine outcomes.2 The “loca-
tional attainment” models we employ are conceptualized in the same
manner as the “status attainment” model.3 The status attainment model
uses the characteristics of individuals to predict their placement in the
occupational structure; the locational attainment model follows the
same strategy to predict households’ placement in the hierarchy of
place. In short, both models reveal how individual-level characteristics
are converted into access to larger social groupings, such as occupations
or communities, that form the stratification system within society.

We conceptualize each model as reflecting a process culminating in
the particular residential outcome, although our models use variables
measured at a single point in time.4 The predictors we use include those
that are common to both spatial assimilation theory and place stratifica-
tion theory,5 as they originally derive from traditional residential mobil-
ity theory (i.e., the householder’s generational status, year of arrival,
age, and education; household composition, income, and receipt of pub-
lic assistance).6 In addition, we include variables whose influence is
disputed by the two theories (household race/ethnicity), as well as vari-
ables that speak to the relevance of one or the other theory (the subarea
percentage of recent immigrants for spatial assimilation theory and the
subarea percentage of blacks for place stratification theory).7 We gather
evidence pointing to the relevance of each process—the spatial assimila-
tion process or the process of stratification—from the effects of key
variables. The clearest example comes from the influence of household
race/ethnicity, the source of disagreement between the two theories. Our
findings that white and Asian households often live in similar residential
environments once we account for how the two groups differ in socio-
economic status, generation, time since arrival, and life-cycle stage im-
plies that the general process of spatial assimilation characterizes the
Asian experience. In contrast, persistent housing and neighborhood dis-
advantages for black and Latino households, relative to statistically
comparable white households, indicate that members of these groups
encounter barriers in their housing searches that block the spatial as-
similation process. As such, these findings underscore the continuing
relevance of stratification as the main process channeling racial/ethnic
groups to neighborhoods that differ not only in distance from one an-
other but also in the amount and quality of the resources needed to
achieve social and economic success.
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The Case for the Spatial Assimilation Process

Our evaluation of the continuing relevance of spatial assimilation as a
process generating immigrant adaptation in American society relies on
the most important of the range of factors described in the theory,
namely, measures of acculturation and socioeconomic status. We begin
with the variable of prime interest, generational status.

Table 4.1 presents generational patterns in the housing and neighbor-
hood conditions we examine. We note here that for some outcomes
(homeownership, subarea percentage that is white, and percentage of
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Table 4.1
Housing and Neighborhood Characteristics of Households by Nativity and

Generation in New York City, 1999 (Percent)

Generation a

Characteristic First 1.5 Second Third-plus

Housing Characteristics
Owner  26.10** 26.83** 39.56** 34.75
Crowded 16.15** 15.08** 5.62** 3.84
Three or more deficiencies 13.92 16.83** 11.79 12.81

Neighborhood Characteristics
Crime rateb (per 1,000 residents) 8.13* 8.41 7.36** 8.35
Percentage of households 8.25* 9.53** 7.24** 7.90

receiving public assistancec

Percentage of students at or 47.71** 50.36** 44.21** 46.23
below grade level in mathd

Percentage whitee 33.85** 30.82** 43.77** 41.07
Teenage fertility ratef (per 3.94 4.32** 3.58** 4.00

1,000 residents)
Percentage one- to two-family 30.23 29.62 31.86** 29.37

housing unitsg

N 3,979 1,373 2,243 4,450

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10—indicates difference between the group and the third-plus genera-
tion is significant.

a A householder in the (1) first generation is foreign-born and his/her parents are foreign-born, and
he/she entered the United States over age eighteen; (2) 1.5 generation is foreign-born and his/her par-
ents are foreign-born, and he/she entered the United States at age eighteen or younger; (3) second gen-
eration is native-born and at least one of his/her parents is foreign-born; and (4) native-born generation
is native-born and his/her parents are both native-born.

b Crime refers specifically to crimes against persons (i.e., murder, rape, robbery, assault); measured
for 1999.

c Public-assistance receipt includes individuals on AFDC (which includes those receiving Aid to De-
pendent Children, ADC unemployed fathers, and predetermined ADC recipients) and those receiving
Home Relief; measured for 1999.

d Refers to eighth-graders; measured for 1998–1999. 
e Measured for 2000.
f Average annual number of births to women aged twelve to seventeen for 1997–1999.
g Measured for 2000.



one- and two-family homes), rising values indicate improvements in
quality, and for the others (crime and teen-fertility rates, percentage on
public assistance, percentage of underperforming students) declining
values denote improving conditions. The data indicate that at this sim-
ple and purely descriptive level of analysis, housing and neighborhood
quality tend to improve as generation rises, as spatial assimilation the-
ory describes. For example, crowding consistently falls (i.e., improves)
as generation rises, and for five other outcomes (homeownership, per-
centage of the area’s population receiving public assistance, percentage
of underperforming students, percentage that is white, and the teenage
fertility rate) conditions also improve but only until the second genera-
tion, when they shift direction and fall to lower levels by the third-plus
generation.

Why should the third-plus generation, the group that should be
the most advantaged in housing and neighborhood conditions, live in
lower-quality conditions on these dimensions than the second genera-
tion? One possibility is that the members of the third-plus generation
who reside in New York City may be different from those we would
study if we had data for the entire metropolitan area. That is, the third-
plus generation living in New York City may have been shaped by selec-
tive mobility patterns into and out of the city and thus may currently be
described by features that would influence the group to live in lower-,
rather than higher-, quality housing units and neighborhoods. For ex-
ample, the most affluent members of the third-plus generation may have
disproportionately left the city to seek homeownership and other resi-
dential opportunities in the surrounding suburbs, a process we saw for
many of the white ethnic groups throughout the recent history of the
city. Indeed, suburbanization has traditionally been regarded as a key
stage in the spatial assimilation process.8 As a result, the members of the
third-plus generation remaining in the city would be less well-off on
measures of socioeconomic status than the second generation, which, in
turn, would be reflected in the relatively lower-quality housing condi-
tions indicated in table 4.1.

An alternative to this scenario relies on New York’s attraction to
young people from all over who are seeking careers in business, the pro-
fessions, or the arts. Should inflows of young migrants be large enough
to distort the characteristics of the third-plus generation, then we would
expect this group to be not only relatively young but also single and
childless. According to traditional residential mobility theory, these
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characteristics would increase the tendency to rent rather than own and
would be related to residence in less-desirable areas.

Thus, to understand the source of the third-plus generation’s relative
disadvantage in housing and neighborhood conditions, we need to look
at the characteristics of each generational group, shown in table 4.2.
The data here are not consistent with the idea that the third-plus gener-
ation residing in the city is disproportionately composed of households
without the means to live in the suburbs. Instead, there is a strong ten-
dency for all measures of socioeconomic status to improve as genera-
tion rises, as we would expect from assimilation theory more gener-
ally. Moreover, nearly all the differences between the third-plus and
other generational groups are statistically significant. As for the second
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Table 4.2
Characteristics of Households by Nativity and Generation, 1999 (Percent)   

Generation a

Characteristic First 1.5 Second Third-plus

Race/Ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 28.24** 21.83** 60.68** 57.31
Black, non-Hispanic 18.58** 15.76** 8.08** 38.84
Hispanic 34.95** 53.69** 28.18** 3.49
Asian 18.24** 8.72** 3.06** 0.37

Household Characteristics
Age (mean) 50.10** 41.93** 52.06** 47.08
Single-person-headed household 48.45** 59.62** 64.29 66.13
Presence of

Children under eighteen 24.13** 30.96** 22.34 21.36
Others in the household beyond 39.48** 39.25** 24.84** 28.22

the nuclear family
Education

Less than high school 33.11** 29.61** 16.74** 13.89
High school diploma 26.08 27.74† 31.05** 25.16
College or more 40.81** 42.65** 52.21** 60.94

Total household income (median) 27,500 30,300 30,500 40,000
Receiving public assistance 19.99** 19.66** 14.95 13.96

Neighborhood Characteristics
Mean percentage

Recent immigrants 15.06** 14.46** 11.79** 10.63
Black 22.52** 23.81* 17.71** 25.74

N 3,979 1,373 2,243 4,450

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10—indicates difference between the group and the third-plus genera-
tion is significant.

a A householder in the (1) first generation is foreign-born and his/her parents are foreign-born, and
he/she entered the United States over age eighteen; (2) 1.5 generation is foreign-born and his/her par-
ents are foreign-born, and he/she entered the United States at age eighteen or younger; (3) second gen-
eration is native-born and at least one of his/her parents is foreign-born; and (4) native-born generation
is native-born and his/her parents are both native-born.



argument—namely, that the third-plus generation has been shaped by
selective inflows of young migrants—this also is not well supported by
the data; relative to the second generation, the third-plus generation is
significantly younger, but it is also as likely to consist of couple-headed
households and to have children co-residing in the household. Although
the difference in age could contribute to the dip observed in housing
and neighborhood conditions after the second generation, it is probably
not the sole, or even a main, cause of this pattern.

Instead, other characteristics of the third-plus generation stand out
more sharply as potential causes of this pattern, particularly those in-
volving race. As shown in table 4.2, not only does the third-plus gen-
eration have a far larger proportion of blacks than does the second
generation, but the neighborhoods in which it lives also contain larger
proportions of black residents than do the second generation’s neigh-
borhoods. Blacks in the city have long encountered various forms of
housing-market discrimination, and evidence suggests that such barriers
continue to constrain blacks’ housing choices.9 Moreover, the disinvest-
ment experienced by racially mixed and predominantly minority neigh-
borhoods in the city and elsewhere has contributed to the relative lack
of resources and lower quality that still characterize these communities
today. Thus, as would be predicted by the place stratification model, it
is likely that these two features of the third-plus generation contribute
to the downward shift in housing and neighborhood quality after the
second generation.

The fact that the four generational groups tend to differ on the vari-
ables identified as key influences on residential location indicates that
we must take these characteristics into account before we can clearly see
how housing and neighborhood conditions are related to generation.
We do so by estimating our regression models for the entire sample
of households and then using these results to simulate, or predict, the
levels of housing and neighborhood conditions (e.g., the percentage of
households that own their homes or the percentage that is white in
the surrounding subarea) for each of the four generational groups.10

Once again, spatial assimilation theory suggests that the changes we see
in housing and neighborhood conditions across generational groups
should be largely the result of the higher-order generations possessing
more of the socioeconomic and acculturation-related resources that en-
able households to reside in high-quality locations. Thus, because our
regression models equalize the generational groups on the basis of these
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characteristics, if the theory is a valid tool to explain households’ resi-
dential outcomes, we should see predicted values that either do not dif-
fer across generations or that continue to reflect improving conditions
as generation rises.

The predicted values of all nine outcomes for each generational group
are shown in table 4.3. Like the information in the descriptive tables
(4.1 and 4.2), the values in table 4.3 speak to the continuing prominence
of spatial assimilation processes, in that some outcomes continue to im-
prove as generation rises, while for others, the improvements we saw
earlier either diminish or disappear altogether. For example, household
crowding continues to improve with each increment in generational
status, falling from just over 4 percent of first-generation households to
a low of 1.58 percent among households in the third-plus generation.
Furthermore, when we separate the foreign-born generations (the first
and 1.5 generations) according to time of arrival, we see that crowding
tends to decline the longer households have lived in the United States.
These findings suggest that there is something salient about member-
ship in an immigrant generation—such as proximity to and participation
in the networks that drive immigration—that predisposes foreign-born
and newly arrived households toward overcrowding, even those who can
afford to buy larger housing units. For example, households in the im-
migrant generations and those that have only recently arrived may be
hosting friends and family members who have followed them to a new
life in New York City. Yet by the third-plus generation, the strength of
these ties has greatly weakened, freeing households from any further
obligations and thus resulting in relatively low levels of crowding.

The patterns for homeownership also indicate that assimilation forc-
es continue to integrate immigrants into the housing market, but in a
way that reflects the unique features of New York City. That is, the pre-
dicted values for homeownership tend to rise until the second genera-
tion, then they reverse, falling again to lower levels for the third-plus
generation. Although the depressed levels of homeownership for the
third-plus generation are not entirely consistent with the generational
dynamic described by spatial assimilation theory, the pattern with re-
spect to time since arrival is: recently arrived members of the first gen-
eration are about half as likely to be homeowners relative to first-
generation households that arrived before 1980, and a similar pattern
of difference emerges for 1.5-generation households. In effect, for im-
migrant households, entering the owned market—a key aspect of the
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“American dream”11—happens only over time, presumably after immi-
grants acquire the acculturation-related resources that enable them to
navigate the process of purchasing a home.

However, the fact that some members of the immigrant generations
should be more likely to own their homes than members of the third-
plus generation reflects a combination of circumstances, unique to New
York, that push some generations toward, and others away from, home-
ownership. One such circumstance may be a particularly high premium
placed on homeownership by immigrants. For example, scholars study-
ing Jamaican immigrants12 and Chinese immigrants13 have described
how many in these groups see homeownership as a paramount goal be-
cause it is the clearest symbol of success in their new country. Such a
strong preference for homeownership and the drive it engenders may
combine with the acculturation-related changes associated with the pas-
sage of time to create a potent force that disproportionately raises the
tendency to own among the immigrant generations. Counterbalancing
this drive for homeownership among the immigrant generations, the
third-plus generation has experienced a range of other housing options
with substantial economic incentives, such as residence in public hous-
ing or in rent-controlled and rent-stabilized units, that may have re-
duced the appeal of owning a home, in the city and elsewhere. These
kinds of housing options, and the economic incentives they entail, are
not as available to immigrants as they are to longer-term residents of
the city; the waiting list for public housing is often longer than the
length of time many immigrants have been in the United States,14 and
upon vacancy, rent-controlled units either become completely decon-
trolled (meaning that their rents rise to market levels) or become rent
stabilized (but at market-rate rents). In short, the economic benefits of
rent control and rent stabilization only accrue over time if the tenant
stays in his or her apartment, which increases the incentive to remain in
place and to forgo other housing options like ownership. These alterna-
tives may have reduced the appeal and indeed the chance of owning
among the third-plus generation that remained in the city.

In addition to crowding and homeownership, the generational pat-
terns in the subarea percent of the population receiving welfare and the
subarea percentage white are also consistent with the operation of as-
similative processes, by continuing to show generational patterns of
improvement (percentage that is white) or by losing this pattern of im-
provement when other factors are taken into account (percentage on
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public assistance). In addition, the subarea percentage that is white also
tends to rise as first- and 1.5-generation households have spent more
time in the United States, highlighting again the strength of assimila-
tion processes. In contrast, for two other outcomes—the percentage
of underperforming students and the teenage fertility rate—conditions
tend to deteriorate as generation rises, once we account for the range of
factors that influence where households live. This pattern is more dis-
tinct for underperforming students and occurs regardless of immigrants’
time of arrival. Although this overall reversal in pattern indicates that
immigrant households have access to better-performing schools than do
households in the third-plus generation, a factor that might accelerate
the processes of upward mobility and assimilation, the differences in the
predicted values are quite small (with just about one percentage point
separating the first and third-plus generations), despite their significance
from a statistical standpoint. Joining the group of outcomes with gener-
ational patterns of declining quality is the percentage of one- and two-
family homes in the surrounding subarea, an outcome that exhibited
little noticeable change across generations in table 4.2. Yet again, de-
spite the statistical significance of the differences between the third-plus
and earlier generations, the measured predicted values differ only mini-
mally.

Thus, a plurality of outcomes tends to show generational patterns
that conform to the dynamic described by spatial assimilation theory.
Yet a far clearer story of the importance of the assimilation process is
told by how the measures of socioeconomic status influence the levels of
all nine outcomes (Table 4.4).15 This next set of predicted values dem-
onstrates unequivocally that households that are more educated, earn
more, do not receive public assistance, and own their homes16 live in far
better residential situations than do less-educated, poorer, and renter
households. A few simple examples amply suffice. For one, while just
under 12.5 percent of households receiving public assistance live in
severely undermaintained units, the figure drops to under 9 percent for
households that do not rely on any form of government income assis-
tance, a decline of more than 25 percent. Similarly, households whose
heads have less than a high school education live in areas with higher
crime and teenage-fertility rates, more widespread welfare use, and rel-
atively fewer white neighbors and neighboring students who perform
at grade level in math than do households with the most highly edu-
cated heads. Finally, living in public housing or other rental housing is
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associated with higher levels of crowding, lower levels of unit quality,
and higher levels of neighborhood crime, teenage fertility, and public-
assistance use than is living in a unit that one owns. Unexpectedly, given
the history of site-selection practices that differentially placed large pub-
lic-housing projects in low-income and at least racially mixed neighbor-
hoods, residence in public housing is associated with a higher percent-
age of whites in the surrounding subarea than is living in an owned
unit. This counterintuitive result may reflect a number of unique fea-
tures of the analysis, such as the relatively large size of subareas and
particularly the tendency for many homeowner neighborhoods in the
city to be largely black, a result of the historical inability of blacks to
gain access to owned homes in the suburbs.

An additional and final test of the power of the assimilation process
comes from examining how the three housing conditions differ for
households living in subareas that vary according to the presence of re-
cent immigrants among their residents.17 Using the percentage of recent
immigrants as a predictor of housing conditions is consistent with two
basic tenets of the spatial assimilation model: first, as generation rises,
households are less likely to live in ethnic neighborhoods or those with
high concentrations of immigrants; and second, immigrant areas tend
to be older and more rundown than other parts of the city. This latter
proposition suggests that immigrant areas may offer some of the least
desirable housing opportunities to their residents; as a result, if an im-
migrant household restricts its housing search to such areas, it is at risk
of acquiring low-quality housing and neighborhood amenities.

The influence of the percentage of recent immigrants is shown in
table 4.5. The values used in predicting homeownership, crowding, and
maintenance quality reflect actual subarea conditions experienced by
households in New York City in 1999. These values are no recent immi-
grants (the lowest level of recently arrived immigrants is 2 percent), 10
percent (which is slightly below the 11 percent experienced by the
median household), and 40 percent (the highest level of concentration
of recently arrived immigrants at the subarea level is just over 35 per-
cent). The predicted values show that as the concentration of recent im-
migrants in the subarea rises, so does housing quality. For example,
while about 43.5 percent of households living in subareas with no re-
cent immigrants are predicted to be homeowners, the value falls to less
than 11 percent of households living in subareas where about a third of
their neighbors were born abroad, a drop of almost 75 percent. Simi-
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larly, the chance of living in a badly maintained housing unit is about
twice as high for households living in subareas with many recent immi-
grants than in subareas where no recent immigrants are found, and the
likelihood of crowding also rises with the concentration of recent immi-
grants. Thus, the influence of this variable provides extremely strong
support for the notion, expressed in spatial assimilation theory, that im-
migrant neighborhoods tend to offer housing opportunities of far lower
quality than do those areas where fewer immigrants reside.

The Continuing Significance of Place Stratification

Although the results of our analyses strongly indicate that reports (and
fears) of assimilation’s demise have been premature, we find just as
much—if not more—evidence of the persistent power of place stratifica-
tion in determining where certain minority households live. The evi-
dence underlying this statement derives from a series of tests. The first
uses the same strategy we just used to evaluate the relevance of spatial
assimilation, but here we focus on household race/ethnicity (the variable
on which the two models disagree) and how the percentage that is black
in the surrounding subarea (a variable with specific implications for
place stratification theory) influences housing conditions.

Using the percentage that is black in the neighborhood as a predictor
of housing conditions is essential to testing place stratification theory’s
argument that structural housing-market barriers limit the housing
choices of racially stigmatized groups. It follows that the chance that
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Table 4.5
Prediction of Housing Characteristics: Assessing the Effects of

Subarea Percentage of Recently Arrived Immigrants 

Percentage of recent Housing characteristic

immigrants in subarea Own Crowded 3+ defs.

0 43.51*** 1.99** 7.03***
10 31.14*** 2.36** 8.76***
35 10.67*** 3.60** 14.86***

Note: Predicted values based on coefficients from model including generation *
year of arrival interactions, and means shown in Appendix Table B.1. Significance
is shown for all predicted values. 
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10.
Source: 1999 HVS and Infoshare, authors’ calculations.
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members of these groups will occupy high-quality or owned housing
will be a function of the availability of such opportunities in the areas
that are open to them. One corollary of racial residential segregation is
that social and physical resources are not distributed evenly over space,
but are more plentiful and of higher quality in predominantly white
than in mixed or predominantly nonwhite areas. The uneven distribu-
tion of high-quality housing and neighborhood amenities has its roots
in the investment and mortgage-lending behaviors of public and private
lenders that helped to destabilize New York’s racially mixed and pre-
dominantly nonwhite communities, while subsidizing the postwar white
exodus to the suburbs. Such differentials in quality were exacerbated in
New York during the 1970s when harsh economic conditions resulted
in widespread neglect and abandonment by landlords of tens of thou-
sands of housing units in low-income, predominantly black and Puerto
Rican neighborhoods in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx. Thus,
using the percentage that is black to predict housing conditions takes
into account the uneven distribution of high-quality conditions that fa-
vors areas with few or no black residents and the fact that many blacks
and nonwhite Hispanics find that their access to such areas remains
quite limited.

As we did with the subarea percentage of recent immigrants, we
chose values for this variable to reflect actual subarea conditions experi-
enced by households. These values are no blacks (the lowest percentage
of blacks in subareas is 0.5 percent), 10 percent (which is just below the
11.5 percent experienced by the median household), 40 percent (which
is just above the level experienced by households at the third quartile,
38.9 percent), and 90 percent (the highest level of black concentration
in subareas is 88 percent). We predict that the chance of living in under-
maintained housing units rises precipitously as the concentration of
blacks rises, suggesting that physically deteriorated housing units are in
greater supply in the city’s predominantly black neighborhoods than in
those where whites dominate (table 4.6). That is, whereas about 8 per-
cent of households in subareas with no black residents live in severely
undermaintained housing, the corresponding figure for households liv-
ing in subareas where almost all their neighbors are black is 14 percent,
an increase of 43 percent.

In contrast to the effects on the likelihood of living in badly main-
tained housing units, the subarea percentage that is black does not
affect crowding, but the chance of homeownership tends, somewhat
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unexpectedly, to rise along with the percentage that is black. Although
contrary to the general expectations of place stratification theory, this
finding makes sense in the New York City context: since blacks were
historically denied access to homeownership opportunities in the sub-
urbs surrounding New York, their homeownership preferences had to
be met by owning within the city. As a result, middle-class homeown-
ing black neighborhoods have long existed in the city, as many middle-
class and more affluent blacks, including celebrities, began moving from
Harlem to homeowner neighborhoods in southeastern Queens in the
first half of the twentieth century. These areas, including the neighbor-
hoods of St. Albans and Cambria Heights, remain largely black mid-
dle-class enclaves characterized by fairly high levels of homeownership
and suburban features, including housing stocks composed primarily
of single-family homes. In addition, in more recent decades, immigrant
and native-born blacks have purchased homes throughout portions of
Brooklyn, often setting off a process of rapid white-to-black transition.
This has most recently occurred in the southeastern portion of the bor-
ough, as once stalwart white ethnic homeowner neighborhoods in Ca-
narsie and Flatlands have experienced rapid racial transition following
the in-movement of blacks seeking to purchase homes.18 Thus, not only
do black homeowner neighborhoods have a long history in New York
City, but the persistence of rapid racial turnover in such neighborhoods
has helped to solidify this aspect of the city’s racial and housing geogra-
phy and thus contributes to the unexpected finding that the chance of
homeownership rises as blacks constitute a larger portion of the sub-
area’s population.

Perhaps the most incontrovertible evidence of the continuing salience
of the place stratification process comes from the influence of household
race/ethnicity, since the role of this variable is the main source of dis-
agreement between the two theories. The predicted values indisputably
demonstrate that when we eliminate differences between the groups
in socioeconomic status, generation, time since arrival, and all the other
factors we examine, blacks and Latinos live in far worse conditions
than do whites on basically all the outcomes, and Asians live in more
disadvantaged conditions on only five outcomes (table 4.6). Moreover,
the Asian-white differences tend to be fairly small, whereas large gaps
separate the predicted values for whites, on the one hand, and those for
blacks and Latinos, on the other. This is most easily seen when we ex-
press the predicted values for each minority group as a ratio of the com-
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parable value for white households, as shown in figures 4.1 (for out-
comes where higher values reflect better quality) and 4.2 (for outcomes
where lower values reflect better quality). In figure 4.1, we see that the
predicted values for Asian households approach or even exceed the
predicted values for white households (i.e., with ratio values hovering
around a value of 1.0), but those for black and Latino households con-
sistently fall below, and often very far below. In particular, the predicted
percentage of whites in the neighborhoods where blacks, Puerto Ricans,
and Dominicans live is between one-third and one-half the predicted
value for whites. The highest predicted level of homeownership among
Latino groups is exhibited by other Hispanics, but the homeownership
rate is only a bit more than half the level for whites. Dominicans, mean-
while, have the lowest relative level of homeownership (less than 40
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percent the level of whites). In contrast, because of the history of dis-
crimination that blacks in New York have faced, and this group’s re-
sulting high level of ownership within the city limits, blacks’ levels
of homeownership and residence in suburban-like neighborhoods ap-
proach the levels for comparable whites but remain statistically lower
(and lower than those for Asians also).

Figure 4.2 tells a very similar story. Again, the ratio values for Asians
are uniformly closer to 1.0, indicating that Asians live in housing envi-
ronments that are more similar to those whites live in (the main excep-
tion here is crowding). In contrast, black and Latino households tend
to live in far less desirable circumstances, with the highest relative levels
of disadvantage apparent, once again, for blacks, Puerto Ricans, and
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Fig. 4.2. Predicted values of crowding, 3+ deficiencies, crime rate, teen fertility
rate, public assistance, and underperforming schools, for minority households 
relative to white households
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Dominicans. For example, these groups live in subareas where the pre-
dicted level of welfare use approaches or exceeds twice the level in the
neighborhoods where comparable whites live, and the crime levels in
blacks,’ Puerto Ricans,’ and Dominicans’ subareas are between 34 and
58 percent higher. Similarly, these groups are between 56 and 86 per-
cent more likely than whites to live in severely undermaintained hous-
ing units, and they live in areas where the teenage fertility rate is about
50 percent higher. Although other Hispanic households are more than
twice as likely as white households to be crowded, everything else being
equal, the predicted levels of the various outcomes for other Hispanics
and for Central/South Americans do not deviate as greatly from the pre-
dicted values for whites, although they typically indicate lower overall
quality.

Another, and related, test of the power of stratification processes is to
see if black and nonblack Hispanic households live in different kinds of
residential circumstances. Place stratification theory argues that they
should, with black Hispanics living in lower-quality housing and neigh-
borhoods, since their dark skin would incite discriminatory behavior on
the part of housing-market actors. To evaluate whether race influences
where Hispanics live, we follow a strategy similar to that used above,
but we use the results of a regression model estimated for Hispanics
only, which contains a variable that differentiates black from nonblack
Hispanics.19 In addition, we predict only the neighborhood outcomes
(largely for simplicity’s sake), and do so for “affluent” Hispanic house-
holds only. We define “affluent” households as those that own their
homes, do not receive any public assistance, earn $100,000, and have at
least some college education.20 We limit our attention to this highly ad-
vantaged segment of the Hispanic household population as a conserva-
tive test of stratification. That is, whereas place stratification theory
argues that race should matter regardless of socioeconomic status, spa-
tial assimilation theory suggests that race differences should disappear
among the most affluent households.21

Even among the most privileged members of the Hispanic household
population in New York City, race clearly matters (table 4.7). Black
Hispanic households of the highest socioeconomic status live in areas
with fewer whites, more crime and welfare use, more teens with babies,
more failing students, and more-urban environments than do nonblack
Hispanic households. Moreover, the differences in neighborhood qual-
ity that arise from differences in race are highly statistically significant
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(p < 0.001). Thus, not only does race/ethnicity stratify the housing and
neighborhood outcomes available to all households, but race serves to
separate Hispanic households, ensuring that those with African ancestry
are exposed to less desirable circumstances and have access to fewer
high-quality resources than those available in the neighborhoods where
nonblack Hispanics live.

Although the previous tests provide straightforward evidence of the
existence of stratification processes, we can conduct two additional (and
final) tests to evaluate the importance of place stratification as the proc-
ess by which some households come to live in better neighborhoods
while others are relegated to neighborhoods lacking many of the re-
sources necessary to advance in the postindustrial economy. Both tests
evaluate the relative success each group has in “cashing” their socioeco-
nomic characteristics into residence in better neighborhoods; thus, they
rely on separate regression models estimated for each racial/ethnic
group. Unfortunately, because the number of Asian households in the
survey cannot support such an analysis, we limit our focus here to com-
paring whites, blacks, and Latinos.22

The basic tenets of the place stratification perspective suggest that the
persistence of housing-market barriers means that the “cost” that differ-
ent groups have to pay (in their educational credentials or their income
levels) to gain entry to high-quality neighborhoods will vary. For exam-
ple, barriers to housing choice may mean that some groups are less able
than whites to efficiently translate their socioeconomic credentials into
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Table 4.7
Predicting Neighborhood Conditions for Nonblack and Black “Affluent”

Hispanic Households: Assessing the Effect of Stratification 

Neighborhood condition Nonblack Black

Percentage white 35.75 31.55***
Crime rate 7.58 7.99***
Teen fertility rate 3.51 3.99***
Percentage on public assistance 4.40 5.51***
Percentage of students underperforming in math 48.31 49.89***
Percentage of housing units that are
one- and two-family homes 31.08 28.57***

Note: All households are native-born, Central/South American, headed by a forty-five-year-old, couple
headed, with no children under eighteen present and no other adults present. “Affluent” households
own their homes, do not receive public assistance, earn $100,000, and have at least some college. Pre-
dictions are based on results of a regression model estimated for Hispanics only, using the interaction
of generation * year of arrival.
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10.
Source: 1999 HVS and Infoshare, authors’ calculations.



high-status residential outcomes; in other words, a household belonging
to the adversely affected group would gain fewer units of high quality
(i.e., less exposure to crime, high teen fertility, and underperforming
schools) per dollar (or year of education) than would a similar white
household. As a result, such households would have to pay more (again,
in their socioeconomic credentials) than comparable whites do for the
same “bundle” of housing and neighborhood amenities. In statistical
terms, this would mean that the regression coefficients for education
and income for such a group would be smaller than the same coeffi-
cients for whites.

On the other hand, members of minority groups may actually receive
more units of desirable housing and neighborhood resources for each
year of education or for each dollar of income. Because the rate at
which they may exchange their socioeconomic credentials into higher-
quality environments would, in this scenario, exceed that of whites,
they might be able to “catch up” to whites at the high end of the socioe-
conomic spectrum and live in fundamentally similar kinds of housing
and neighborhoods. This is precisely the scenario described by spatial
assimilation theory.23

However, even if members of a group were able to achieve “more
bang for their buck” (relative to whites) when seeking to exchange their
socioeconomic credentials for high-quality neighborhood resources, the
starting point (in housing and neighborhood quality) for the group may
be so much lower that even the most affluent members of the group
would end up living in neighborhoods of far lower quality than the least
advantaged whites. This outcome reflects the essence of place stratifica-
tion: regardless of socioeconomic achievements, the penalty for being
black or Latino is so extreme that even very high income or advanced
degrees will not be enough to level the playing field and allow blacks
and Latinos to access desirable housing and neighborhood resources to
the same degree as whites do. This case describes a “stronger” version
of place stratification:24 not only will high levels of socioeconomic sta-
tus fail to erase group differences in residential circumstances, but the
neighborhoods of the best-positioned minority households will still fail
to “stack up” against those of the poorest whites.

Previous research has conducted similar tests and has generally found
that blacks are less able than whites to translate education and income
into better residential outcomes, whereas Hispanics tend to acquire
more high-quality neighborhood resources per year of education or per
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dollar of income relative to whites.25 Hispanics also receive a higher
return on their socioeconomic credentials than do blacks.26 Moreover,
previous evidence indicates that even the most affluent blacks do not
live in neighborhoods comparable in quality to those in which the
least-advantaged whites live, whereas the Hispanic-white differential in
neighborhood quality reverses for households of moderate socioeco-
nomic status and disappears among the affluent.27

Our findings, limited to neighborhood conditions for simplicity’s
sake, both replicate and diverge from these previous findings. As shown
in table 4.8, Hispanic households in New York are able to convert their
years of education at a higher rate than do white households when seek-
ing to live in neighborhoods with lower rates of crime, teen fertility, and
public-assistance use and with relatively fewer failing students, and they
also get more neighborhood quality for each dollar of income in terms
of teen fertility and concentrated welfare use. However, Hispanics have
to pay more than whites when trying to live in neighborhoods with
housing stocks dominated by one- and two-family homes. Blacks, on
the other hand, are far more likely to experience difficulties (relative to
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Table 4.8
Direction of Significant Differences in the Effect of Education and Income on

Neighborhood Conditions: Assessing the Effect of Stratification

Measure of household SES/ Blacks vs. Hispanics Hispanics
Neighborhood condition whites vs. whites vs. blacks

Education
Percentage white – +
Crime rate +
Teen fertility rate + + +
Percentage receiving public assistance + +
Percentage of underperforming students + +
Percentage of one- and two-family homes – –

Income
Percentage white – +
Crime rate
Teen fertility rate + +
Percentage receiving public assistance + +
Percentage of underperforming students
Percentage one- and two-family homes – –

Note: Direction is shown only for those differences in coefficients that were statistically significant at at
least the p < .01 level. A negative sign indicates that the coefficient for the first group is significantly
smaller than that for the second, and a positive sign indicates that the first group has a significantly
larger coefficient.
Source: 1999 HVS and Infoshare, authors’ calculations.



whites) when trying to exchange their socioeconomic attributes for resi-
dence in well-appointed areas. Specifically, although blacks get a higher
return per year of education and per dollar of income in lower teen fer-
tility rates (and in lower rates of public-assistance use by neighbors),
they get a far lower return on their socioeconomic attributes when seek-
ing residence in subareas with higher percentages of whites and hous-
ing stocks that resemble suburban landscapes. Finally, the rate at which
Hispanics can convert their socioeconomic achievements into residence
in higher-quality neighborhoods exceeds that for blacks on four of the
six outcomes for education and on percentage of whites for income.

Thus, this test tells us quite a bit about the stratification processes
allocating different neighborhood environments to blacks, Hispanics,
and whites. Generally speaking, blacks are stymied in their attempts to
convert their socioeconomic gains and are thus forced to pay a higher
cost than do either whites or Hispanics to live in high-quality neighbor-
hoods. The lower returns that blacks receive for their education and
income are clear consequences of stratification processes that limit their
housing options. However, the final test draws an even starker picture
of the import of these differences. Table 4.9 presents predicted levels of
neighborhood outcomes for three types of households—“poor,” “mod-
erate,” and “affluent”—according to race/ethnicity. Each household
composite reflects a realistic combination of socioeconomic attributes;
because of the strategy we used in calculating predicted values,28 all the
variation in predicted neighborhood conditions reflects the effect of
socioeconomic status and the starting point for each group (inherent to
the intercept of each regression model).

The predicted values shown in table 4.9 illustrate the strength of
stratification processes in determining neighborhood conditions in New
York City. Although Hispanics generally receive a larger return for each
year of education and dollar of income, because they start out at far
lower levels of neighborhood quality than do whites, even the most
affluent Hispanic households live in neighborhoods that are less white,
are more dangerous, contain more teens with babies, and have less suc-
cessful schools than those in which the poorest whites live (intercepts
for all group-specific models are available in appendix C, tables C.2–
C.10). In contrast, the rate of public-assistance use prevailing in the
neighborhoods where the richest Hispanics live is only marginally better
(lower) than that characterizing the neighborhoods housing the poorest
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whites. Furthermore, because socioeconomic status is inversely related
to the subarea percentage of one- and two-family homes for whites but
positively associated for Hispanics, what is a disadvantage for Hispan-
ics at the lowest level of socioeconomic status becomes a very slight ad-
vantage at the highest tier. Yet the most advantaged Hispanics still live
in neighborhoods with less of a suburban appearance than do the least
well-off whites.

An even stronger case for stratification processes is evident in the pre-
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Table 4.9
Predicting Neighborhood Conditions for Poor, Average, and Affluent
Households, by Race/Ethnicity: Assessing the Effect of Stratification

Neighborhood condition/ Household race/ethnicity

Level of household SES Whites Blacks Hispanics

Percentage white
Poor 51.31 12.38 27.83
Average 56.65 14.13 30.35
Affluent 58.96 17.33 35.75

Crime rate
Poor 6.13 11.37 9.48
Average 5.64 10.85 8.26
Affluent 5.44 10.48 7.58

Teen fertility rate
Poor 2.83 5.71 4.52
Average 2.81 5.35 4.11
Affluent 2.81 4.82 3.51

Percentage on public assistance
Poor 4.83 12.93 9.12
Average 4.20 11.49 6.74
Affluent 3.75 9.19 4.40

Percentage of students underperforming
in math

Poor 38.92 60.10 53.35
Average 38.05 59.31 52.06
Affluent 37.53 57.48 48.31

Percentage of housing units that are one-
and two-family homes

Poor 35.79 23.17 24.29
Average 33.43 25.72 26.95
Affluent 29.75 36.32 31.08

Note: All households are native born, headed by a forty-five-year-old, couple headed, with no children
under eighteen present and no other adults present. “Poor” households have the following combina-
tion of SES characteristics: live in public housing, receive public assistance, total household income of
$6,720, with less than a high school education. “Average” households live in rental housing, do not
receive public assistance, earn $33,000, and have a high school diploma. Affluent households own
their homes, do not receive public assistance, earn $100,000, and have at least some college. For His-
panics, the omitted categories for race (nonblack) and national origin (Central/South American) are
used.
Source: 1999 HVS and Infoshare, authors’ calculations.



dicted values for blacks. As was the case for Hispanics, there are large
gaps in the neighborhood environments experienced by affluent blacks
and poor whites, even for the one neighborhood outcome—the teen fer-
tility rate—that blacks could purchase, in desirable quantities, with
fewer dollars and years of education than whites. Perhaps of greater sig-
nificance, the differences in the neighborhood conditions experienced by
blacks and whites at opposite ends of the socioeconomic spectrum are
far larger than the comparable Hispanic-white differences, revealing
both the far more disadvantaged starting point for blacks (relative to
both whites and Hispanics) and the generally lower return they receive
for each dollar of income and for each year of education. The starkest
example is the percentage that is white in the subarea. Whereas the
poorest white household lives in a subarea where just over half of its
neighbors are also white, the most affluent black household lives in a
subarea where only 17 percent of its neighbors are white. Similarly, the
richest black households are exposed to rates of teen fertility and pub-
lic-assistance use that are almost twice as high as those characterizing
the subareas of the least advantaged white households, and they live in
subareas where almost 60 percent of students are underperforming in
math (compared to less than 40 percent of students in the neighbor-
hoods where poor whites live).

However, as was the case for Hispanics, the negative relationship be-
tween socioeconomic status and the percentage of one- and two-family
homes for whites enables a black advantage to emerge in the highest
socioeconomic stratum. On this measure, affluent blacks live in sub-
areas where more than 36 percent of the housing stock is suburban in
appearance, versus just under 30 percent for the most advantaged
whites and just under 36 percent for the least advantaged whites. The
parity between the blacks with the most resources and the whites with
the fewest, as well as the deteriorating quality on this measure for
whites as income rises, derives from the unique New York situation,
where, again, blacks have long sought ownership opportunities and
suburban amenities within the city’s boundaries because they were pre-
vented from doing so in the surrounding suburbs. Despite this anom-
aly, the wealth of the evidence argues quite plainly that blacks are
doubly disadvantaged by stratification; not only do they begin at a
lower level of neighborhood quality than do whites and Hispanics, but
they have to spend more in their education and income to gain access to
better areas.
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Conclusion

Although the assimilation process continues to be a powerful force inte-
grating immigrants into the fabric of American society, it is also clear
that the opportunities for integration are not available to the same de-
gree for all groups. Specifically, the pronounced importance of race/eth-
nicity as a predictor of housing and neighborhood conditions points
unmistakably to the presence of a racial hierarchy in New York City’s
housing market, whereby whites have access to the highest quality
housing and the most amenity-rich neighborhoods, followed by Asians,
Central/South Americans and other Hispanics, while blacks,’ Puerto Ri-
cans,’ Dominicans,’ and black Hispanics’ housing options are dispro-
portionately among the least desirable the housing market has to offer.29

The presence of such a hierarchy is itself evidence of the continuing
strength of stratification processes in the housing market, but the fact
that Hispanics and especially blacks in the highest socioeconomic strata
live in neighborhoods that are inferior in quality to those in which the
poorest whites live on a broad range of outcomes is unmistakable evi-
dence of stratification as the key process channeling Hispanics and espe-
cially blacks to less-desirable environments.

The influence of household race/ethnicity indicates that given a white,
black, and Hispanic household of equal status, the latter two will be
more likely to live in deteriorated and rental housing, in minority neigh-
borhoods, and in areas with high crime, high poverty, underperforming
schools, and numerous teens with babies. In short, these households are
disproportionately exposed to the health risks associated with inade-
quate housing, denied the wealth-generating power of owned housing,
at risk of being victimized by violent criminals, and involved in networks
with far fewer connections to opportunities for social and economic
advancement, all as a result of structural barriers in the housing market.
Race/ethnicity began to predominate over socioeconomic status as a pri-
mary determinant of residential location around the turn of the twenti-
eth century, as tens of thousands of Southern-born and immigrant blacks
began streaming into the city, along with large numbers of island-born
Puerto Ricans. Given the persistence of housing-market inequalities to
this day, the question arises whether these significant and powerful loca-
tional disadvantages translate into patterns of downward mobility across
generations among the affected groups, as predicted by segmented assim-
ilation theorists. This is the question we turn to in the next chapter.
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Patterns of Locational
Attainment by Race/Ethnicity
Is There Evidence of Segmented
Assimilation?

The continuing relevance of assimilation processes for immi-
grants overall should be sufficient to quell the fears of those who argue
that contemporary immigrants either are unable to fully fit into Ameri-
can society or simply refuse to do so. However, what is abundantly
clear from our analyses so far is that the prospects for full assimila-
tion—at least as measured by spatial assimilation—hinge on individuals
having the opportunity to achieve socioeconomically and the oppor-
tunity to trade in their hard-won socioeconomic gains for residence in
better neighborhoods. The persistent power of stratification processes
that all but ensure that Latinos and especially African Americans live in
inferior environments, regardless of their ability to pay for homes in
neighborhoods that are rich with amenities and resources, demonstrates
clearly that not every racial/ethnic group is afforded these essential op-
portunities.

One potential consequence of the persistence of racial/ethnic inequal-
ity in access to high-quality housing and neighborhood environments is
the possibility that the affected groups, and especially blacks, will not
experience the upward trajectory of socioeconomic outcomes across
generations, as expected by assimilation theory, but instead will exhibit
a deterioration in status at each successive generation. This is a funda-
mental argument made by segmented assimilation theorists, and it is the
question we address in this chapter.

The answer that we offer is an unqualified yes. While each generation
of whites and Hispanics typically commands greater socioeconomic re-
sources and enjoys more desirable residential locations than the preced-
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ing generation, for blacks the dominant pattern is one of deteriorating
circumstances, in both socioeconomic resources and housing and neigh-
borhood conditions. The steady worsening of blacks’ residential circum-
stances over the generations is, however, not due to the concomitant
downward slide in socioeconomic status. Even when we take account
of generational differences in those characteristics that underlie tastes
and preferences and that enable households to move to their preferred
neighborhoods, the native-born generations (the second and third-plus)
live in neighborhoods where more teens become parents, more of their
neighbors rely on welfare, and more students are failing in school than
in neighborhoods of the foreign-born generations (the first and 1.5).
This pattern of downward mobility is consistent with our hypothesis
that incorporation into American society for black immigrants and their
descendants means greater experience with discrimination and thus a
progressive restriction of opportunity. The racial stratification system
acts to constrain black immigrants’ chances for positive incorporation,
forcing each successive generation into increasingly dire circumstances.
The fact that the structural forces that relegate blacks generally to the
bottom rungs of many of society’s important institutions also create
downward pressure on black immigrants’ prospects for incorporation
suggests that the future position of the “color line” in American society
may shift from the traditional one separating whites from nonwhites to
a new one dividing blacks from nonblacks.

Although Hispanics tend to exhibit the kind of generational improve-
ments associated with a positive form of structural integration, they are
not immune to the adverse consequences of stratification processes. In-
stead, the stratification system acts as a brake on their prospects for
incorporation, stalling improvements at very low levels, even for the
most fortunate households. Thus, although Hispanics tend to experi-
ence improving conditions over time and generation, the structural
barriers that channel Hispanics in general into neighborhoods that are
not simply distant from whites’ neighborhoods but also of far lower
quality also prevent their full incorporation into the housing market.
Because Hispanics’ limited access to high-quality place-based resources
will also help, on average, to slow their progress toward social and eco-
nomic success, they may be assigned an intermediate position in the
future racial/ethnic hierarchy, not fully accepted by the dominant non-
black group, but not fully consigned to sharing the bottom rungs with
blacks.1
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Our Approach

As in chapter 4, we use a mix of descriptive and multivariate statisti-
cal techniques to assess whether generational patterns in housing and
neighborhood outcomes for whites, blacks, and Hispanics follow the
trajectory suggested by spatial assimilation theory or whether there are
differences across the groups, with blacks in particular exhibiting the
deteriorating patterns suggested by segmented assimilation theory. The
multivariate “locational attainment” regression models we estimate are
identical to those we used in the previous chapter, except that here we
focus on the models estimated for each group separately. As described
earlier, because our data set does not contain a sufficient number of
Asian households to estimate the necessary regression models, we limit
our attention to comparisons between whites, blacks, and Hispanics.
Equally unfortunate is the fact that adequate sample sizes for separate
analyses of Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and black Hispanics—theoreti-
cally very important groups—also elude us.

As we did in the previous chapter, when we focus on generational
differences we test whether the differences, between the first, 1.5, and
the second generations, on the one hand, and the third-plus generation,
on the other, are statistically significant. Yet when we focus in on each
racial/ethnic group separately, we run into a potentially serious limita-
tion in the data set, namely, the absence of information on ancestry or
ethnic identity for whites and blacks (recall that we are able to take
account of national-origin differences for Hispanics). Without this
information, when we examine generational patterns for these groups,
we face the risk of taking as generational effects what are really differ-
ences among ethnic groups. This danger is most acute for the analysis
concerning blacks. Many of the white immigrant groups currently arriv-
ing in the city were represented among the earlier waves of European
immigrants (e.g., Russians, Poles, and the Irish). Most blacks in the
third-plus generation trace their roots to the waves of Southern-born
migrants who began arriving in the city around the turn of the twenti-
eth century, whereas members of the immigrant and second generations
are largely of Caribbean origin. Of course, because of the long history
of Caribbean migration to New York, there is a segment of the third-
plus generation that is of Caribbean origin and identifies as such. The
problem is that, with our data, we cannot identify them, and thus they
are “lost” among the descendants of Southern-born migrants. As a

Patterns of Locational Attainment by Race/Ethnicity | 157



result, we also perform a set of statistical tests that pits the first and 1.5
generations against the second generation as a way to avoid confound-
ing generation with ethnicity and thus to strengthen the validity of our
interpretations.

Generational Patterns: A First Look

Do generational differences in housing and neighborhood conditions for
whites, blacks, and Hispanics reflect a pattern of positive incorporation
into the housing market, or do patterns vary across the groups? As a
first step toward addressing this question, we provide the observed lev-
els of each of the nine outcomes across the generations for each racial/
ethnic group in table 5.1. Recall that for some outcomes rising levels
denote improvements (e.g., homeownership, subarea percentage white,
and percentage of one- and two-family homes), and for others declining
levels signal improvements (subarea crime and teen-fertility rates and
percentage receiving public assistance and underperforming students).

The table contains a great deal of information, but it relates a fairly
simple story. First, the racial/ethnic hierarchy that we found in the pre-
vious chapter stands out clearly, with black households typically experi-
encing the lowest level of housing and neighborhood quality of the
three groups. There are two exceptions to this general statement. The
first is that for crowding, Hispanics are consistently at the greatest dis-
advantage, experiencing the highest level of crowding at each genera-
tion (table 5.1, panel C). The second exception is a reordering of the
hierarchy by generation for five of the nine outcomes. At the first gener-
ation, black households are the most likely of all to be homeowners and
to live in subareas with suburban-like housing stocks (panel B), but by
the third-plus generation white households emerge as the most advan-
taged group (panel A). With respect to subarea teen-fertility rates and
the percentage on welfare, first-generation Hispanics live in the least
desirable conditions but cede this position to blacks at the third-plus
generation. For the percentage of underperforming students, blacks and
Hispanics at the first generation live in neighborhoods that are very sim-
ilar, but by the third-plus generation a gap has emerged that works to
the disadvantage of blacks.

The reordering of the hierarchy across the generations stems from the
most important feature of the story told by this data, namely, that the
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Table 5.1
Housing and Neighborhood Characteristics of Households by Generational

Status and Race/Ethnicity, New York City, 1999

Generation

Race/ethnicity and characteristic First 1.5 Second Third-plus

A. Non-Hispanic whites
Owner 32.41** 49.50* 52.42** 41.58
Crowded (> 1 person per room) 9.70** 6.74** 2.78 2.00
Three or more maintenance deficiencies 7.51 7.13 5.42† 6.97
Percentage whitea 53.22** 50.12** 54.48** 57.96
Crime rateb (per 1,000 residents) 6.27† 6.22 5.82† 6.05
Teenage fertility ratec (per 1,000 residents) 2.76** 2.81 2.71** 2.95
Percentage of households receiving

public assistanced 5.26** 5.15** 4.48** 4.12
Percentage of students at or below

grade level in mathe 38.57* 39.37* 38.25 37.57
Percentage of one- and two-family unitsf 31.39 37.48** 35.69** 30.39
(N of cases) (1,099) (293) (1,331) (2,494)

B. Non-Hispanic blacks
Owner 36.46** 27.41 27.32 26.30
Crowded (> 1 person per room) 15.00** 14.58** 9.48 5.91
Three or more maintenance deficiencies 19.96 19.06 26.93 21.21
Percentage whitea 16.39** 15.39** 17.99 17.08
Crime rateb (per 1,000 residents) 10.45** 10.83** 11.42 11.61
Teenage fertility ratec (per 1,000 residents) 4.67** 4.88** 5.22† 5.49
Percentage of households receiving

public assistanced 10.21** 11.24** 11.60** 13.22
Percentage of students at or below

grade level in mathe 55.80** 56.63* 56.22** 58.49
Percentage of one- and two-family unitsf 37.93** 36.28** 30.19 28.22
(N of cases) (772) (226) (189) (1,804)

C. Hispanics
Owner 10.96* 15.05 16.24 18.41 
Crowded (> 1 person per room) 20.09** 18.65** 10.58 9.52
Three or more maintenance deficiencies 18.59 21.63 21.20 16.94
Percentage whitea 23.21** 24.93* 26.98 30.17
Crime rateb (per 1,000 residents) 9.27 8.97† 9.52 9.85
Teenage fertility ratec (per 1,000 residents) 5.08 5.03 5.01 4.81
Percentage of households receiving

public assistanced 11.57 11.70 12.21 11.11
Percentage of students at or below

grade level in mathe 54.91* 54.90* 54.18 52.15
Percentage of one- and two-family unitsf 21.48* 23.31 25.22 25.91
(N of cases) (1,399) (741) (636) (156)

** p < .01; * p < .05; † p < .10—indicates significance between third-plus generation and other groups;
bolded figures represent significance between second generation and first and 1.5 generations at .01 to
.10 levels.

a Measured for 2000.
b Crime refers specifically to crimes against persons (i.e., murder, rape, robbery, assault); measured

for 1999.
c Average annual number of births to women aged twelve to seventeen for 1997–1999.
d Public-assistance receipt includes individuals on AFDC (which includes those receiving Aid to De-

pendent Children, ADC unemployed fathers, and pre-determined ADC recipients) and those receiving
Home Relief; measured for 1999.

e Refers to fourth- through sixth-graders; measured for 1998–1999.
f Percentage of all housing units that are either one or two units, with or without businesses.

Source: 1999 HVS and Infoshare, authors’ calculations.



generational patterns of housing and neighborhood conditions clearly
differ by race/ethnicity. Specifically, for a vast majority—seven of nine—
outcomes, the pattern for blacks moves in a direction opposite to that
for whites and Hispanics. While each generation of whites and Hispan-
ics tends to enjoy progressively improved housing and neighborhood
conditions (with statistical significance observed for seven and five out-
comes, respectively), for blacks each step away from the first generation
entails a significant deterioration in quality. (The main exception here is
crowding, as households from each of the three racial/ethnic groups
become significantly and dramatically less crowded with each increase
in generational status.) Moreover, for six of the seven outcomes for
which blacks display a pattern of deterioration across the generations
(homeownership, undermaintained housing, subarea percentage of one-
and two-family homes, crime and teen-fertility rates, percentage receiv-
ing public assistance, and percentage of underperforming students),
members of the immigrant generations live in significantly better condi-
tions than do members of the second generation, indicating that genera-
tional decline is not an artifact of ethnic differences between the gen-
erations but that this decline occurs largely within similar ethnic groups.
Thus, whereas whites and Hispanics appear, at least at this initial stage,
to experience the process of spatial assimilation, integration into the
urban housing market is a far more difficult process for black immi-
grants. Indeed, it appears that the path black immigrants’ descendants
are likely to follow is one of worsening conditions and diminishing ac-
cess to the kinds of place-based resources that can facilitate socioeco-
nomic success.

What underlies these different patterns of integration? A likely cul-
prit is the set of factors theoretically expected to influence where house-
holds live, namely, measures of socioeconomic status. And in fact, to a
very large degree, the group-specific patterns we see in household in-
come, educational attainment, and receipt of public assistance mirror
those we see in housing and neighborhood conditions. For example,
there is a general tendency for socioeconomic status to improve as gen-
eration rises among whites (table 5.2, panel A), as well as among His-
panics (table 5.2, panel C). However, the starting and end points for
Hispanics are far lower than for whites: while first-generation white
households earn an average of $30,000 compared to $55,100 for third-
plus generation households, among Hispanics the corresponding values
are $20,000 and $31,000. That each generational group is in a rela-
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Table 5.2
Household and Subarea Characteristics by Generational Status and

Race/Ethnicity, New York City, 1999

Generation

Race/ethnicity and characteristic First 1.5 Second Third-plus

A. Non-Hispanic whites
Household socioeconomic status

Householder education
Less than high school 21.42** 23.75** 14.25** 5.85
High school diploma 27.82** 30.77** 34.28** 21.04
At least some college 50.76** 45.48** 51.47** 73.11

Receipt of public assistance 16.99** 5.45 6.03* 4.32
Median household income/10,000 30.00 39.00 32.54 55.10
Public housing 1.83 0.69 2.47† 1.30

Household composition
Householder’s age (mean) 53.02** 51.67** 60.48** 46.15
Couple headed 55.44** 44.68 39.63 40.28
Presence of children under eighteen 20.54† 17.25 11.75** 17.97
Extended household 27.26 32.16* 20.86** 24.97

Subarea characteristics
Percentage of recent immigrants 13.22** 13.24** 11.21** 9.89
Percentage of blacks 10.77 11.26 10.50 10.83

(N of cases) (1,099) (293) (1,331) (2,494)

B. Non-Hispanic blacks
Household socioeconomic status

Householder education
Less than high school 25.49 9.63** 14.41** 25.35
High school diploma 33.73 25.05* 20.24** 31.26
At least some college 40.79 65.32** 65.35** 43.39

Receipt of public assistance 12.80** 15.49** 23.19 27.72
Median household income/10,000 32.00 38.27 30.00 23.54
Public housing 3.94** 4.18** 16.70** 27.15

Household composition
Householder’s age (mean) 48.76 36.08** 47.08 49.34
Couple headed 44.46** 37.03** 26.56 24.18
Presence of children under eighteen 23.30 46.10** 22.54 25.16
Extended household 47.25** 37.59 34.13 32.95

Subarea characteristics
Percentage of recent immigrants 14.60** 14.51** 13.30** 11.62
Percentage of blacks 51.67** 53.63** 49.89 47.92

(N of cases) (772) (226) (189) (1,804)

C. Hispanics
Household socioeconomic status

Householder education
Less than high school 52.85** 40.44** 24.26 19.35
High school diploma 22.22 28.42 29.10 27.22
At least some college 24.94** 31.14** 46.63 53.43

Receipt of public assistance 32.22** 29.43** 33.12** 19.99
Median household income/10,000 20.00 24.00 24.60 31.00
Public housing 11.19 12.20 13.95 12.73

Household composition
Householder’s age (mean) 50.60** 41.17* 37.18 38.17
Couple headed 42.27† 37.63 30.58 34.96
Presence of children under eighteen 23.75** 32.70 45.77* 35.07
Extended household 45.13** 43.25** 29.97 28.16

(continued)



tively more favorable position to afford to live in better locations may
explain why each generational group also lives in progressively better
housing and neighborhood circumstances.

The generally declining fortunes of black households as generation
rises also suggests that the different residential circumstances experi-
enced by the different generational groups may simply reflect corre-
sponding differences in their ability to purchase high-quality locations
(table 5.2, panel B). For example, although median household income
rises between the first and 1.5 generations, it then falls steadily for
third-plus-generation households to a value that is lower than that for
the first generation. Declining income is matched by rising levels of
need: levels of public-assistance receipt rise steadily and significantly
from the first through the third-plus generations, until the third-plus
generation is more than twice as likely to rely on welfare as is the first
generation. From a purely logical standpoint, then, the constrained eco-
nomic resources of the third-plus generation must be at the root of this
group’s corresponding disadvantages in housing and neighborhood en-
vironments.

However, this logic begins to fall apart when we consider how the
generational patterns in socioeconomic status differ for the three racial/
ethnic groups. Indeed, blacks and whites actually have quite similar
incomes from the first through the second generations; it is only at the
third-plus generation that income levels diverge greatly (table 5.2).
However, at each generation the housing and neighborhood conditions
of blacks and whites are quite disparate, with whites typically enjoying
better conditions (table 5.1). Similarly, at each generation apart from
the third-plus, black households are not the most economically disad-
vantaged of the groups; instead, at the first, 1.5, and second genera-
tions, black household income exceeds that of Hispanics, yet this ad-

162 | Patterns of Locational Attainment by Race/Ethnicity

Table 5.2 (continued)
Generation

Race/ethnicity and characteristic First 1.5 Second Third-plus

Subarea characteristics
Percentage of recent immigrants 16.46** 14.97** 12.65* 11.57  
Percentage of blacks 21.98 22.30 24.61 24.27

(N of cases) (1,399) (741) (636) (156)

** p < .01; * p < .05; † p < .10—indicates significance between third-plus generation and other groups;
bolded figures represent significance between second generation and first and 1.5 generations at .01 to
.10 levels.
Source: 1999 HVS, authors’ calculations.



vantage in income is not mirrored in corresponding advantages in hous-
ing and neighborhood circumstances. For example, there are only small
differences in housing quality between blacks and Hispanics at the first
and 1.5 generations, and black 1.5-generation households live in areas
with higher crime rates than do Hispanic 1.5-generation households
(table 5.1), despite the fact that blacks’ median household income is al-
most double that of Hispanics in that generation (table 5.2). These com-
parisons suggest that the main reason why black households in New
York City are experiencing downward mobility in residential quality is
not that successive generations are less able to afford to live in more
desirable places but that something other than economic disadvantage is
at work. Indeed, if the conditions they experience were purely due to
differences in socioeconomic status, then black households would be
doing better than Hispanics; however, the data indicate that they are
doing worse.

Do Generational Patterns in Housing and Neighborhood
Conditions Persist? Evidence of Spatial and
Segmented Assimilation

Thus, we are faced with an intriguing question: To what extent is the
generational pattern of deteriorating housing and neighborhood condi-
tions for blacks real and to what extent does it simply reflect the paral-
lel pattern of increasingly constrained resources? This question goes to
the heart of the issues raised by segmented assimilation theory, at least
insofar as we have conceptualized them in regard to locational out-
comes. That is, should the unique generational patterns in housing and
neighborhood outcomes that we observe among blacks disappear when
we statistically take account of the fact that some generational groups
are simply poorer than others, then the kinds of structural constraints in
the housing market that differentially constrain blacks’ housing choices
in general do not differentiate between generational groups among
blacks. However, should the generational patterns prove resistant to sta-
tistical controls for socioeconomic status, then the evidence will point
more clearly toward the notion that differences in the opportunity
structure disproportionately cause members of the native-born genera-
tions to live in the least desirable places. Thus, to answer this question
we must turn to the results of our multivariate regression models, since
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these models statistically equalize the resources that households in dif-
ferent generational groups have at their disposal to live in the housing
and neighborhoods of their choice.

As we did in the previous chapter, we use the results of our locational
attainment models to predict the levels of each of the nine outcomes
that correspond to selected values of the theoretically important predic-
tor variables. We begin with the measures of socioeconomic status,
which indicate that the spatial assimilation process is at work for each
group, generating better locational outcomes for higher-status house-
holds (table 5.3; the full results of all models are available in appendix
C, tables C.2–C.10). That is, apart from some exceptions (which are
largely matters of statistical significance rather than of the direction of
the effects), for whites, blacks, and Hispanics, higher levels of education
and income and lower levels of public-assistance use translate into bet-
ter housing and neighborhood conditions.

Because of the numerous results and the complexity of table 5.3, for
simplicity’s sake we illustrate the general tone of the findings in four
graphs. First, we see that there are very large (and statistically signifi-
cant) differences in the extent of household crowding for households
that do and do not receive public assistance, and that these differences
hold (although at very disparate levels) for each of the racial/ethnic
groups we examine (figure 5.1). Similarly, as household income rises
from $25,000 to $100,000, households from all three racial/ethnic
groups are increasingly likely (at a significant level) to own their homes
(figure 5.2). Furthermore, as householder educational attainment im-
proves from less than a high school diploma to having at least some col-
lege, white, black, and Hispanic households all increasingly reside in
safer subareas and in subareas with less-widespread welfare use (figures
5.3 and 5.4). These findings confirm the basic tenet of the theory that
where you live is (at least partly) determined by the social and economic
resources you bring to the market.

A similar conclusion concerning the broad relevance of the spatial
assimilation process is found in the tendency for housing conditions to
deteriorate and for homeownership opportunities to diminish as the
subarea percentage of recent immigrants rises, a pattern we saw gener-
ally in the previous chapter but that apparently applies to all three
groups (with the sole exception being the significance of the effect on
crowding for blacks).2 The influence of this variable is clearest when we
compare, in ratio form, the chance of owning and of living in a badly
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maintained housing unit for households in the subareas that lie at the
two extremes (those with no recent immigrants and those where 35 per-
cent of the population consists of recent immigrants). As shown in fig-
ure 5.5 (and table 5.3), white households living in subareas where none
of their neighbors have recently arrived in the country are more than
three times more likely to be homeowners than white households living
in subareas where 35 percent of their neighbors are recent arrivals. The
corresponding ratios are even higher for blacks and Hispanics, ap-
proaching seven times more likely and exceeding four times more likely,
respectively.

Similarly, as the concentration of recent immigrants in the subarea
rises, so does the prevalence of deteriorated housing. As shown in figure
5.5 (and table 5.3), when households living in subareas with no recent
immigrants are compared to those living in subareas with many recent
immigrants, the relative chance of living in a badly maintained hous-
ing unit varies from about one-third for whites to about two-thirds for
Hispanics. This suggests again that areas where newly arrived immi-
grants concentrate may be more rundown, perhaps because of the con-
stant turnover of households and the consequent heavy use of the
housing infrastructure. Moreover, insofar as these neighborhoods also
have high concentrations of the remaining stock of tenements, the rela-
tively shoddy original construction of these buildings, as well as their
advanced age, would contribute greatly to the relatively higher preva-
lence of undermaintained housing in such areas. As a result, in order to
improve their housing, households—regardless of their race/ethnicity—
would have to move away from the immigrant neighborhood to areas
inhabited largely by the native-born, the basic process described in spa-
tial assimilation theory.

The wealth of evidence presented so far strongly indicates that spatial
assimilation remains an important process generating the integration of
each racial/ethnic group into the housing market. The consistency of the
effects of socioeconomic status across the range of outcomes, moreover,
suggests that the generational patterns we observed earlier may disap-
pear once we take group differences in socioeconomic status into ac-
count, both for whites and Hispanics and for blacks. That is, because
rising levels of education and income and decreasing levels of need
translate into significantly better conditions for all groups, the residen-
tial advantages we observe for white and Hispanic native-born house-
holds, and paradoxically for black foreign-born households, may have

Patterns of Locational Attainment by Race/Ethnicity | 165



T
a

b
le

5.
3

P
re

di
ct

io
n

of
H

ou
si

ng
an

d
N

ei
gh

bo
rh

oo
d

C
ha

ra
ct

er
is

ti
cs

:
A

ss
es

si
ng

th
e

E
ff

ec
t

of
So

ci
oe

co
no

m
ic

St
at

us
an

d
Su

ba
re

a
P

er
ce

nt
ag

e
of

R
ec

en
t

Im
m

ig
ra

nt
s,

by
R

ac
e/

E
th

ni
ci

ty

H
ou

si
ng

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s

N
ei

gh
bo

rh
oo

d
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

T
ee

n
us

in
g

un
de

r-
on

e-
an

d
P

er
ce

nt
ag

e
C

ri
m

e
fe

rt
ili

ty
pu

bl
ic

pe
rf

or
m

in
g

tw
o-

fa
m

ily
P

re
di

ct
or

O
w

n
C

ro
w

de
d

3+
de

fs
.

w
hi

te
ra

te
ra

te
as

si
st

an
ce

in
m

at
h

ho
m

es

A
.

N
on

-H
is

pa
ni

c
w

hi
te

s
so

c
io

ec
o

n
o

m
ic

st
a

tu
s

E
du

ca
ti

on
le

ss
th

an
hi

gh
sc

ho
ol

32
.6

4*
**

1.
55

**
*

4.
43

55
.8

8*
**

5.
73

†
2.

79
†

4.
34

**
*

38
.1

8
34

.8
6*

**
hi

gh
sc

ho
ol

di
pl

om
a

43
.3

9
1.

11
**

*
4.

66
56

.0
5*

**
5.

68
2.

79
**

4.
27

**
*

38
.2

7*
35

.4
7*

**
so

m
e

co
lle

ge
or

m
or

e
46

.5
1

0.
65

5.
82

58
.9

0
5.

62
2.

86
4.

03
37

.8
2

27
.0

9
In

co
m

e
$2

5,
00

0
38

.1
1*

**
0.

92
**

5.
03

57
.3

8*
**

5.
67

**
2.

83
4.

17
**

38
.0

9*
30

.9
0*

**
$5

0,
00

0
42

.5
1*

**
0.

86
**

5.
24

57
.6

8*
**

5.
65

**
2.

83
4.

14
**

38
.0

1*
30

.4
1*

**
$1

00
,0

00
45

.1
4*

*
0.

82
**

5.
37

57
.8

6*
**

5.
64

**
2.

84
4.

13
**

37
.9

6*
30

.1
2*

**
R

ec
ei

ve
s

pu
bl

ic
as

si
st

an
ce

Y
es

16
.4

9*
**

1.
95

**
*

6.
63

56
.9

0
5.

89
**

*
2.

85
4.

54
**

37
.6

9
30

.1
9

N
o

46
.6

7
0.

78
5.

21
57

.8
5

5.
63

2.
83

4.
10

38
.0

1
30

.2
6

H
ou

si
ng

m
ar

ke
t

se
ct

or
ow

ne
d

0.
90

2.
58

57
.2

3
5.

58
2.

79
4.

04
38

.0
1

33
.3

8
re

nt
al

(n
ot

pu
bl

ic
)

2.
44

**
*

9.
01

**
*

58
.2

5*
*

5.
69

**
2.

86
**

*
4.

20
**

37
.9

5
27

.8
8*

**
pu

bl
ic

ho
us

in
g

0.
99

6.
15

54
.7

3
5.

83
2.

88
4.

27
39

.0
3

29
.7

8
pe

r
c

en
ta

g
e

o
f

r
ec

en
t

im
m

ig
r

a
n

ts
in

su
b

a
r

ea
0

58
.8

9*
**

0.
63

†
3.

58
**

10
45

.4
0*

**
0.

81
†

5.
10

**
35

17
.6

0*
**

1.
56

†
11

.9
8*

**



B
.

N
on

-H
is

pa
ni

c
bl

ac
ks

so
c

io
ec

o
n

o
m

ic
st

a
tu

s
E

du
ca

ti
on

le
ss

th
an

hi
gh

sc
ho

ol
14

.9
5*

**
5.

30
**

*
20

.7
0*

13
.0

6*
10

.9
8

5.
40

*
11

.4
3*

58
.9

1*
*

26
.9

2*
hi

gh
sc

ho
ol

di
pl

om
a

19
.2

7*
**

3.
08

14
.7

6
13

.8
7

10
.9

2
5.

25
11

.0
1

58
.7

5*
28

.0
8

so
m

e
co

lle
ge

or
m

or
e

31
.5

0
2.

56
15

.6
4

14
.1

5
10

.8
2

5.
24

10
.9

1
58

.1
5

28
.6

8
In

co
m

e
$2

5,
00

0
20

.6
5*

**
3.

22
16

.6
5†

13
.7

8
10

.9
0*

5.
29

**
*

11
.1

3*
**

58
.5

6*
27

.9
6*

$5
0,

00
0

25
.2

8*
**

3.
23

16
.2

6†
13

.8
3

10
.8

7*
5.

26
**

*
11

.0
1*

**
58

.4
7*

28
.1

9*
$1

00
,0

00
28

.2
8*

**
3.

23
16

.0
3†

13
.8

6
10

.8
5*

5.
25

**
*

10
.9

4*
**

58
.4

2*
28

.3
2*

R
ec

ei
ve

s
pu

bl
ic

as
si

st
an

ce
Y

es
9.

46
**

*
4.

87
**

*
21

.5
7*

**
11

.9
1*

**
11

.1
0*

*
5.

37
*

11
.6

3*
*

59
.2

8*
**

26
.6

3*
*

N
o

29
.0

0
2.

85
15

.1
3

14
.3

6
10

.8
3

5.
25

10
.9

0
58

.2
9

28
.5

1
H

ou
si

ng
m

ar
ke

t
se

ct
or

ow
ne

d
1.

76
6.

28
15

.6
1

10
.7

2
4.

94
9.

65
57

.8
3

34
.7

7
re

nt
al

(n
ot

pu
bl

ic
)

4.
01

**
*

23
.5

4*
**

12
.7

5*
**

10
.9

4*
5.

41
**

*
11

.6
4*

**
58

.9
0*

**
25

.1
4*

**
pu

bl
ic

ho
us

in
g

4.
57

**
*

22
.9

6*
**

14
.3

8†
11

.0
5*

5.
43

**
*

11
.6

6*
**

58
.3

3
26

.1
7*

**
pe

r
c

en
ta

g
e

o
f

r
ec

en
t

im
m

ig
r

a
n

ts
in

su
b

a
r

ea
0

41
.9

6*
**

2.
83

12
.3

4*
*

10
26

.5
7*

**
3.

13
15

.4
8*

*
35

6.
03

**
*

4.
03

26
.1

2*
*

C
.

H
is

pa
ni

cs
so

c
io

ec
o

n
o

m
ic

st
a

tu
s

E
du

ca
ti

on
le

ss
th

an
hi

gh
sc

ho
ol

4.
93

**
*

9.
41

**
*

18
.2

4*
21

.1
5*

**
9.

11
**

*
5.

05
**

*
11

.0
0*

**
56

.9
9*

**
20

.0
0*

hi
gh

sc
ho

ol
di

pl
om

a
9.

19
**

*
7.

17
†

14
.7

1
22

.2
4*

*
9.

03
**

4.
99

**
*

10
.5

8*
*

56
.4

4*
**

20
.7

5
so

m
e

co
lle

ge
or

m
or

e
14

.7
9

5.
51

14
.2

8
24

.2
7

8.
71

4.
78

9.
81

54
.9

8
21

.3
4

In
co

m
e

$2
5,

00
0

7.
81

**
*

7.
36

15
.9

1
22

.3
6*

*
8.

97
*

4.
96

**
*

10
.5

4*
**

56
.2

4*
20

.6
0

$5
0,

00
0

9.
86

**
*

7.
44

16
.0

7
22

.6
6*

*
8.

93
*

4.
92

**
*

10
.4

1*
**

56
.0

9*
20

.7
2

$1
00

,0
00

11
.2

7*
**

7.
49

16
.1

6
22

.8
3*

*
8.

90
*

4.
91

**
*

10
.3

3*
**

56
.0

2*
20

.7
9

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)



T
a

b
le

5.
3

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)

H
ou

si
ng

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s

N
ei

gh
bo

rh
oo

d
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

T
ee

n
us

in
g

un
de

r-
on

e-
an

d
P

er
ce

nt
ag

e
C

ri
m

e
fe

rt
ili

ty
pu

bl
ic

pe
rf

or
m

in
g

tw
o-

fa
m

ily
P

re
di

ct
or

O
w

n
C

ro
w

de
d

3+
de

fs
.

w
hi

te
ra

te
ra

te
as

si
st

an
ce

in
m

at
h

ho
m

es

R
ec

ei
ve

s
pu

bl
ic

as
si

st
an

ce
Y

es
4.

70
**

10
.4

6*
**

20
.0

7*
**

21
.0

5*
**

9.
27

**
*

5.
07

**
11

.0
1*

*
56

.7
8*

19
.9

7†
N

o
10

.7
7

6.
29

14
.3

4
23

.0
8

8.
82

4.
89

10
.2

8
55

.9
3

20
.9

3
H

ou
si

ng
m

ar
ke

t
se

ct
or

ow
ne

d
3.

12
3.

73
24

.8
2

8.
64

4.
66

9.
23

54
.4

6
23

.5
9

re
nt

al
(n

ot
pu

bl
ic

)
8.

56
**

*
19

.9
2*

**
21

.9
2

**
*

8.
94

*
4.

98
**

*
10

.5
9*

**
56

.5
2*

**
20

.2
5*

**
pu

bl
ic

ho
us

in
g

7.
49

**
*

17
.3

6*
**

23
.2

1
9.

52
**

5.
08

**
*

11
.5

2*
**

56
.0

9*
19

.5
8*

**
pe

r
c

en
ta

g
e

o
f

r
ec

en
t

im
m

ig
r

a
n

ts
in

su
b

a
r

ea
0

15
.1

6*
**

5.
50

*
13

.2
5†

10
10

.2
6*

**
6.

70
*

15
.0

1†
35

3.
61

**
10

.8
1*

20
.2

5†

N
ot

e:
Pr

ed
ic

te
d

va
lu

es
ar

e
ba

se
d

on
gr

ou
p-

sp
ec

ifi
c

m
od

el
s

us
in

g
ge

ne
ra

ti
on

*
ye

ar
of

ar
ri

va
li

nt
er

ac
ti

on
s,

an
d

m
ea

ns
sh

ow
n

in
A

pp
en

di
x

Ta
bl

e
C

.1
.

Fo
r

in
co

m
e,

si
g-

ni
fic

an
ce

is
sh

ow
n

fo
r

al
lp

re
di

ct
ed

va
lu

es
.F

or
ca

te
go

ri
ca

lv
ar

ia
bl

es
,s

ig
ni

fic
an

ce
is

sh
ow

n
on

ly
fo

r
th

os
e

ca
te

go
ri

es
ac

hi
ev

in
g

st
at

is
ti

ca
ls

ig
ni

fic
an

ce
an

d
re

fe
re

nc
e

ca
t-

eg
or

ie
s

ar
e

sh
ow

n
in

it
al

ic
s.

**
*

p
<

0.
00

1;
**

p
<

0.
01

;*
p

<
0.

05
;†

p
<

0.
10

fo
r

co
m

pa
ri

so
ns

re
la

ti
ve

to
th

ir
d-

pl
us

ge
ne

ra
ti

on
.

So
ur

ce
:1

99
9

H
V

S
an

d
In

fo
sh

ar
e,

au
th

or
s’

ca
lc

ul
at

io
n.



169

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Does not receive PA

Receives PA

HispanicsBlacksWhites

Pe
rc

en
t

cr
ow

de
d

Race/ethnicity

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50
$100,000$50,000$25,000

HispanicsBlacksWhites

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
ow

ni
ng

th
ei

r
ho

m
e

Race/ethnicity

Fig. 5.2. Predicted levels of homeownership for different lev-
els of household income, by race/ethnicity

Fig. 5.1. Predicted level of crowding among households
receiving and not receiving public assistance, by race/ethnicity



170

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70
Some college 
or more

High school
diploma

Less than 
high school

HispanicsBlacksWhites

Race/ethnicity

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
un

de
rp

er
fo

rm
in

g
st

ud
en

ts

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

Some college
or more

High school 
diploma

Less than 
high school

HispanicsBlacksWhites

Race/ethnicity

C
ri

m
e

ra
te

pe
r

1,
00

0

Fig. 5.3. Predicted subarea percentage of underperforming
students for different levels of householder education, by
race/ethnicity

Fig. 5.4. Predicted subarea percentage receiving public assis-
tance for different levels of householder education, by
race/ethnicity



their roots in the socioeconomic advantages these groups have relative
to the other generational groups.

To a very significant degree, this logic applies to the experiences of
whites (table 5.4, panel A) and Hispanics (table 5.4, panel C). Among
whites, generational improvements in homeownership, household crowd-
ing, and the subarea crime rate and percentage of welfare users remain
statistically significant (with some differences between the immigrant
generations and the second generation—in bold type in the table—also
attaining significance). Similarly, when we add year of arrival, the dif-
ferences that emerge indicate that conditions improve the longer that
households have lived in the country, another basic concept of spatial
assimilation theory. For Hispanics, however, there are very few statisti-
cally significant generational differences in housing and neighborhood
conditions once we take account of the varying abilities of the genera-
tions to pay for housing. The one clear pattern that remains (apart from
crowding) is a significant tendency for households in each successive
generation to live in subareas that are increasingly “whiter.” House-
holds in the second generation live in subareas with relatively larger
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white populations than do first-generation households, and the tendency
to live among whites also tends to increase with time since arrival. The
fact that the generational pattern of improvement in the subarea percent-
age that is white remains statistically significant suggests that there is
something linked to generational status and acculturation more generally
that we have not measured—such as English-language fluency—that is
an important quality for Hispanics in particular to possess in order to
gain access to neighborhoods dominated by whites. In contrast, higher
levels of socioeconomic status are sufficient to open doors in neighbor-
hoods that are “better” on the other dimensions we examine.

Yet although the generational patterns exhibited by Hispanics appear
to conform to the patterns of improvement predicted by spatial assimi-
lation theory, the highest levels of quality that Hispanic households at-
tain are quite low, when compared to the achievements of white house-
holds. These differences suggest that the processes associated with the
stratification system that keep Hispanics in far lower quality circum-
stances than whites (chapter 4) may also operate to retard the improve-
ments that assimilation processes are able to generate for this group.
To evaluate this hypothesis we calculated predicted levels of the six
neighborhood outcomes for whites and Hispanics belonging to the three
socioeconomic composition categories used earlier (“poor,” “average,”
and “affluent”) and to the four generational groups.3 The results of
these simulations are shown in table 5.5.

Moving down each column in table 5.5 illustrates the general pattern
of improvement that occurs as generation rises for each racial/ethnic
group, and moving across each row demonstrates the improvements
gained by increases in socioeconomic status for each generational
group. As we found in chapter 4, rising levels of socioeconomic re-
sources tend to bring Hispanics greater improvements in neighborhood
quality than they do for whites, but the most affluent Hispanics in a
given generation remain in neighborhoods of lower quality—and often
of far lower quality—than the poorest whites in that same generational
group. However, what is of greatest importance here is the fact that the
combined forces of rising socioeconomic status and generational change
still do not bring Hispanics into the best neighborhoods. Instead, the
most fortunate type of Hispanic households—affluent third-plus-genera-
tion households—live in neighborhoods that are more diverse, more
dangerous, and have more teens with babies and more underperforming
students than the neighborhoods in which poor, first-generation whites
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live.4 Thus, although Hispanics in each successive generation tend to
live in progressively better locations, stratification processes appear to
“cap” the improvements available to Hispanics through assimilation,
forcing even the most fortunate households into neighborhoods that are
lower in quality than the areas in which the poorest whites live.
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Table 5.5
Prediction of Neighborhood Conditions for White and Hispanic Households

by Generation and Socioeconomic Status

Neighborhood condition/ Non-Hispanic white Hispanic

Generation Poor Average Affluent Poor Average Affluent

Percentage white
First 51.62 56.85 59.15 24.27 29.72 32.11
1.5 50.68 55.91 58.21 24.64 30.09 32.48
Second 50.91 56.15 58.44 25.65 31.10 33.48
Third-plus 51.39 56.63 58.92 28.16 33.61 35.99

Crime rate
First 6.40 5.92 5.71 9.41 7.89 7.50
1.5 6.38 5.90 5.69 9.36 7.84 7.45
Second 6.20 5.72 5.52 9.40 7.88 7.49
Third-plus 6.12 5.64 5.44 9.45 7.94 7.54

Teen fertility rate
First 2.83 2.81 2.81 4.57 3.83 3.56
1.5 2.81 2.78 2.78 4.62 3.88 3.61
Second 2.81 2.78 2.79 4.56 3.81 3.54
Third-plus 2.84 2.81 2.81 4.53 3.78 3.51

Percentage receiving
public assistance

First 5.16 4.53 4.08 9.55 5.79 4.82
1.5 5.23 4.60 4.15 9.80 6.04 5.07
Second 5.00 4.37 3.92 9.36 5.88 4.91
Third-plus 4.83 4.20 3.75 9.10 5.33 4.36

Percentage of under-
performing students

First 39.15 38.26 37.74 54.42 51.03 49.34
1.5 39.19 38.30 37.78 58.30 50.91 49.22
Second 39.01 38.12 37.60 54.10 50.71 49.03
Third-plus 38.99 38.09 37.58 53.34 49.95 48.27

Percentage of one- and
two-family homes

First 35.45 32.97 29.10 23.06 29.04 29.83
1.5 37.29 34.83 30.95 23.27 29.25 30.03
Second 37.14 34.68 30.80 23.49 29.47 30.26
Third-plus 35.91 33.44 29.56 24.31 30.30 31.08

Note: Predictions are based on model using only generation. All households are headed by a forty-five-
year-old, couple headed, with no children under eighteen present and no other adults present. “Afflu-
ent” households own their homes, do not receive public assistance, earn $100,000, and have at least
some college. “Average” households live in rental housing, do not receive public assistance, earn
$33,000, and have a high school diploma. Affluent households own their homes, do not receive public
assistance, earn $100,000, and have at least some college. For Hispanics, the omitted categories for
race (nonblack) and national origin (Central/South American) are used.
Source: 1999 HVS and Infoshare, authors’ calculations.



For blacks, however, the story is very different. Although the genera-
tional pattern for crowding is one of improving conditions as genera-
tion rises (as it is for all groups), this is the exception to the rule of a
persistently significant pattern of generational decline in housing and
neighborhood quality (table 5.4, panel B). Indeed, on five of the nine
outcomes—homeownership, subarea teen-fertility rate, percentage on
public assistance, percentage of underperforming students, and percent-
age of one- and two-family homes—residential quality steadily (and sig-
nificantly) deteriorates as generation rises. For four of these five out-
comes, all neighborhood conditions, the immigrant generations live in
significantly better areas than does the second generation (in bold type
print), indicating that these patterns are not reflecting differences be-
tween the descendants of Southern migrants and immigrants from the
Caribbean but are truly capturing a deterioration in the fortunes of
black households as they move further from the immigrant generation.
When we add year of arrival, for three outcomes (homeownership, sub-
area percentage on welfare and percentage of one- and two-family,
homes) time since arrival translates into improved conditions, as spatial
assimilation theory would predict, but for the remaining two outcomes
(subarea teen-fertility rate and percentage of underperform-ing stu-
dents) black immigrant households who have been in the country longer
live in less-desirable circumstances.

Thus, the weight of the evidence indicates that as the generations pass,
blacks experience a far different integration experience than do whites
and Hispanics. For the latter groups, moving from the first generation to
the third-plus generation entails moving from lower-quality housing and
neighborhoods to those of higher quality, both in physical attributes and
in the availability of amenities such as resources, role models, and net-
works linking individuals to opportunities for social and economic suc-
cess. This is the process described by general assimilation theory and its
variant, spatial assimilation theory; these models implicitly argue that
becoming “American” means moving up the socioeconomic, and resi-
dential, hierarchies. While stratification processes constrain the ability of
Hispanics to successfully incorporate into the housing market, for blacks
these processes generate a unique and unmistakable downward pattern
of in-tegration. For this group, it is members of the immigrant genera-
tions who do the best, both in the social and economic resources they
have at their disposal and in the kinds of housing and neighborhoods
they live in. But, it is clear that for blacks, the generational pattern of
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deteriorating residential circumstances is independent of the fact that the
later generations are simply less well off than the immigrant generations.
That pattern is also apparent relative to the second generation, which
largely shares the same ethnic origins as do the immigrant generations.
Instead, there is clearly something salient about generational status that
leads to the patterns of downward mobility that we uncover.

What could this salient feature of generational status be? One factor
may be economic resources that are available only to immigrants and
that may facilitate their access to better housing and neighborhoods. An
example may be the sou-sou, or rotating credit association, whereby a
group of people, more typically immigrants than native-born, regularly
place money into a general pool and take turns receiving the accumu-
lated amount. Access to such money could help to finance a down pay-
ment or a move to a better neighborhood. Indeed, as one Brooklyn-
based West Indian informant recounted, “Well, I was tired of the neigh-
borhood and decided to purchase a house in Laurelton, Queens. I need-
ed $8,000 for the down payment. I had $7,000. . . . the only way I
could have topped off the down payment was with a box hand.”5 If
participation in sou-sous is limited to immigrants and if participants uti-
lize the funds toward housing improvements, this could help to explain
why first- and perhaps 1.5-generation blacks do better than their native-
born counterparts, even when more regular (and measured) aspects of
socioeconomic status like income are statistically taken into account.

A second possible factor suggested by segmented assimilation theo-
rists may be the adoption, by members of successively higher genera-
tions, of the “adversarial stance” attributed to the urban underclass.
The behaviors subsumed under this rubric include a dismissal of the
value of education as a means of upward mobility and a disregard for
the value of working at a steady and legitimate job. To the extent that
black immigrants are disproportionately exposed to such behaviors in
the neighborhoods to which they have access, their children may adopt
such behaviors as they learn the realities of racial discrimination in
American society from their native-born black peers and thus may lose
the optimism of the immigrant generation. However, because we have
statistically removed the effect of differences in education (and their
presumed roots), the only way that such attitudes and behaviors would
translate into worsening locational attainments is if they trigger discrim-
inatory behavior on the part of housing-market actors that is of greater
intensity than that aimed at other blacks.
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One way this might occur is through the adoption of linguistic pat-
terns that are associated with “ghetto” culture. The use of such linguis-
tic patterns may elicit discriminatory treatment on the part of landlords
or realtors who use them as signals to screen out tenants they deem to
be undesirable or potential troublemakers, in their behavior or their
ability to pay rent. For example, Douglas Massey and Garvey Lundy
report that blacks seeking to rent housing in the Philadelphia metropol-
itan area receive very different treatment by rental agents according to
the linguistic patterns used in telephone conversations. Specifically, in a
series of test audits conducted over the telephone, home seekers speak-
ing Black Vernacular English, largely associated with lower-class blacks,
received far less favorable treatment than did home seekers speaking
Black Accented English, a cue of middle-class status.6 Many West In-
dian immigrants are proud of their use of “proper” English7 and believe
that speaking properly is essential for accessing key social and economic
goods, such as good jobs and desirable housing.8 However, one of the
facets of the “American” identity held by some second-generation youth
is the use of Black Vernacular English.9

As discussed earlier, another linguistic cue that can vary across the
generations is the use of accented English, which may signal higher sta-
tus (especially if involving a British lilt)10 but more importantly identi-
fies the speaker as being of foreign birth. Indeed, use of an accent is one
of the clearest ways that black immigrants can telegraph their ethnic
identities and thus avoid being mistaken as African Americans in a soci-
ety that will not recognize the possibility of ethnic differences among
blacks as easily as it does among whites11 and that socially stigmatizes
black race to such a degree that a black individual’s very individuality
and personal accomplishments become invisible.12 By using an accent
and other ethnic markers, black immigrants can thus evade the harsher
aspects of discrimination and prejudice that are directed at African
Americans. The distinction that whites make between African Ameri-
cans and foreign-born blacks has been amply described. For exam-
ple, Bogle, a Jamaican informant interviewed by Milton Vickerman,
described how, when he moved his family from Flatbush, Brooklyn, to
a predominantly white suburban neighborhood, his new neighbors
initially were hostile but grew more welcoming upon learning that he
and his family were Jamaican. Bogle explained his neighbors’ change of
heart as reflecting whites’ perceptions of West Indians as having more
desirable traits—like respecting the law and working steadily—than
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African Americans.13 More harshly, a West Indian informant inter-
viewed by Vilna Bashi Bobb and Averil Clarke said when describing
American society, “You know, you have blacks on one side and whites
on one side and unless you’re a foreign-born black they look at you like
you’re diseased or something.”14 Although accents and other ethnic
markers are easily available to the immigrant generations, their children
and their children’s children must consciously and overtly adopt ways
to distinguish themselves as being of Caribbean heritage. While many
do, many do not, at least partly because they have come to identify as
Americans rather than as members of their parents’ (or their parents’
parents’) ethnic group. But the point here is that since the likelihood of
using a foreign accent decreases over the generations, members of the
later generations are increasingly vulnerable to the “oppressive aspects
of the American racial structure.”15 In other words, as generation rises,
the strength of ethnic markers diminishes, causing the descendants of
black immigrants to melt into the larger African American population
and thus to become increasingly vulnerable to the structural barriers
that limits blacks’ opportunities in general. This translates directly into
the realm of housing: the progressive constriction of opportunity that
follows from the dissipating strength of ethnic markers steadily narrows
the range of housing options, which is reflected in a steady deterioration
in housing quality. In short, the main cause of the patterns of down-
ward mobility that emerge among blacks has far less to do with culture
than with persistent inequities in the structure of opportunity.16

Given these findings, an important question arises: Are the patterns
we uncover unique to New York City or would they hold even if we
had data for a larger and perhaps more representative geographic area?
In other words, do we find evidence of generational decline because
members of the second and third-plus generations among blacks dispro-
portionately leave the city to seek better housing opportunities else-
where? To answer this question, we estimated group-specific models of
homeownership—the only outcome possible—using pooled data from
the 1997, 1999, and 2001 Current Population Surveys (CPS) for the
New York Consolidated Metropolitan Area (NY-CMSA). Doing so
enables us to include suburban residents and thus “reclaim” the mem-
bers of the native-born generations who might have left the city. In ad-
dition, by using a control for central-city residence, we can eliminate
one of the key factors that might differentiate the third-plus genera-
tion from its foreign-born counterparts. The results of this model reveal
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generational patterns among blacks that largely mimic those we un-
cover for New York City (appendix C, table C.11). The general con-
sistency of the generational patterns in the two data sets suggests that
our interpretation of generational decline among blacks is fundamen-
tally valid.

Conclusions

Blacks, therefore, uniquely experience a downward trajectory in hous-
ing and neighborhood conditions. This slide in status suggests very
clearly that black immigrants encounter serious obstacles to “making
it” in American society and offers unambiguous support for the expec-
tations of segmented assimilation theory. Moreover, because our ap-
proach enables us to demonstrate that the downward mobility experi-
enced uniquely by blacks has its origins in structural sources of inequal-
ity, rather than in the adoption of a pathological culture, our analyses
advance the theory beyond its emphasis on the undesirable behaviors
of a small segment of the inner-city population to refocus attention on
the real problem: the persistence of structural forms of inequality in the
broader American society. Because the root of the problem lies in the
American opportunity structure, it seems unlikely that current patterns
of inequality, which have blacks on the lower rungs of many institu-
tions in American society, will fade over time. Indeed, the unique situa-
tion experienced by blacks, by setting them apart from other racial/
ethnic groups, suggests that the “color line” in American society may
shift, from separating whites from nonwhites to dividing blacks from
nonblacks.

Although there remains little doubt about the continuing power of
stratification processes and the salience of race in American society, im-
portant questions concerning the status of Hispanics persist. The fact
that stratification processes stymie the power of assimilation and socio-
economic status to allow Hispanics to enter the best neighborhoods
indicates that this group may be relegated to a position perhaps on or
just above the color line, not yet fully accepted by the dominant non-
black group but not fully forced to share the bottom of the hierarchy
with blacks. Other researchers, however, using data for various
metropoli-tan areas including New York, have found that affluent His-
panics tend to live in neighborhoods that largely resemble those in
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which affluent whites live, in their residents’ economic status, the per-
centage that is white, and the level of crime.17 Thus, although we
believe that our interpretation concerning Hispanics’ future position in
the racial/ethnic hierarchy applies to the case of New York (and possi-
bly other cities as well), we hesitate to apply it more broadly to the
nation as a whole.

In the end, however, the bottom line is that scholars and policy mak-
ers who argue that current waves of immigrants are of lower quality
than those that arrived in earlier periods and that they are unable or
unwilling to “make it” in American society need to focus their attention
on the inequitable distribution of opportunity in American society and
not on their perceptions of immigrants’ failings. Indeed, policy makers
must identify ways to remove, at last, the barriers that prevent Ameri-
cans of African ancestry from achieving whatever success they desire,
including access to desirable housing and resource-rich neighborhoods.
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Conclusions and
Policy Implications

The previous chapters suggest that immigrants’ integration
into New York City’s housing market broadly adheres to the tenets of
the spatial assimilation model. For all groups, higher educational attain-
ment and higher income are positively associated with better residential
quality, and time since arrival tends to exert the same influence. When
comparing immigrant groups’ integration into the housing market by
race/ethnicity, however, our findings suggest that the integration of im-
migrants is not the result of the influence of individual or household
characteristics operating alone. Instead, there appear to be structural
barriers at work within the housing market that impede blacks and, to
a lesser extent, Hispanics from achieving the same locational outcomes
as do whites who have the same socioeconomic resources. In addition,
such structural factors appear to be exerting downward pressure on the
ability of blacks to assimilate into the housing market across genera-
tions.

Because locational attainment is inextricably linked to households’
current and future social and economic well-being, this chapter explores
some of the policy implications of these findings. After summarizing the
results presented in the previous chapters, we discuss two sets of poli-
cies. First, we discuss immigration policies and the debate surrounding
the quality of today’s immigrants, inherent within such policies. In par-
ticular, we argue that those who advocate severe restrictions on im-
migration because of concerns over the “quality” of immigrants should
focus less on the characteristics of immigrants and the skills they bring
with them than on the structure of opportunity available in the United
States. As our results demonstrate, this structure of opportunity denies
many people, particularly those of African ancestry, the same kinds of
opportunities for quality housing and neighborhood outcomes as those
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enjoyed by whites. On the basis of these findings, we then discuss poli-
cies that address households’ access to high-quality housing and neigh-
borhoods. A combination of “pro-people” and “pro-place” policies
seems to be the appropriate remedy in light of the salience of race/eth-
nicity as a determinant of locational outcomes.

How Generations of Immigrants Fare in
New York City’s Housing Market

The primary goal of this study was to examine generational patterns
in housing and neighborhood characteristics to evaluate whether the
generational dynamic implicit in assimilation theory—and its variant,
spatial assimilation theory—was present. When we examined all house-
holds, regardless of race/ethnicity, we found in descriptive analyses
fairly consistent evidence of this generational dynamic, in that housing
and neighborhood conditions tended to improve in quality across gener-
ations. Most of the differences across generations disappeared once we
statistically took account of the fact that some generational groups were
simply better off economically than others, a result consistent with the
expectations of spatial assimilation theory. The one outcome that exhib-
ited persistent improvement as generation rose was crowding. We be-
lieve that this finding reflects the salience of membership in certain gen-
erational groups. In particular, the first and 1.5 generations are likely to
be embedded in the social networks that drive immigration streams and
are thus either obligated or desire to take in friends and family members
who follow them to a new life in New York. That the presence of adults
other than those in the core household falls steadily from the first to the
third-plus generation provides clear, though indirect, support for this
perspective. Crowding for immigrants may not be a negative housing
condition, but a strategy to maximize the well-being not only of the
newcomer but also of the household already in the country; by econo-
mizing on rent, immigrants can remit more money back to their origin
communities and can better afford the other necessities of life in their
new homes. In addition, differences across generations in preferences
for co-residence may reflect cultural values that stress the importance of
the group over the individual and de-emphasize the importance of pri-
vacy for the individual and family. However, as generation rises and
time in the United States increases, the strength of these preferences and
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values apparently wanes; as a result, third-plus-generation households
are the least crowded of all households.

Other findings also supported the basic tenets of the spatial assimila-
tion framework. Specifically, we found consistent evidence, detailed in
chapter 4, that residence in better housing and neighborhoods appeared
to follow from gains in social and economic achievements. However, we
also found a consistently large and significant effect of household race/
ethnicity on the quality of locational attainments, indicating that the
allocation of desirable housing and neighborhood characteristics across
race/ethnicity remains unequal. In particular, there is a distinct racial
hierarchy in the New York City housing market, whereby whites enjoy
the broadest access to high-quality housing and neighborhoods, fol-
lowed by Asians and then Hispanics. Blacks, however, are at the bot-
tom of this hierarchy; even in the presence of all available controls for
socioeconomic status, acculturation, and preferences related to life-cycle
stage, blacks occupy the most deteriorated housing located in the most
problem-ridden neighborhoods. Race/ethnicity, then, is a far more po-
tent predictor of locational outcomes than are social and economic
achievements, a conclusion that is not limited to this study but that
holds nationally.1 Such results are more consistent with the propositions
of the place stratification framework than with those articulated by spa-
tial assimilation theory.

That we find support for both models indicates that they are not mu-
tually exclusive explanations of locational attainment. Instead, we have
argued consistently that they largely agree on the most basic points, dis-
agreeing most prominently on what they view as underlying observed
racial/ethnic disparities in residential quality. Spatial assimilation theory
argues that such differences reflect simple differences in the social and
economic attributes that determine tastes and preferences and that
enable households to afford to live in the neighborhoods of their choice.
The persistence of racial/ethnic inequality even in the presence of statis-
tical controls for these differences disproves this argument. In contrast,
place stratification theory sees such differences as rooted in the racial/
ethnic stratification system, which is maintained by the deliberate ac-
tions of those who seek to maintain their privileged positions. As a re-
sult, place stratification theory views race/ethnicity as a macrolevel vari-
able, reflecting households’ placements in the larger racial/ethnic stratifi-
cation system.

What causes racial/ethnic inequality in access to desirable housing
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and neighborhoods? Our analyses tell us that racial/ethnic inequality is
not due to group differences in socioeconomic status, but we are unable
to accurately identify the factor or factors that give rise to our results.
One possible explanation relates to varying preferences for different
kinds of neighborhoods, a factor that may contribute to the persistence
of high levels of racial segregation.2 However, there is reason to believe
that the preferences argument may not provide a compelling explana-
tion for our results. In our models predicting housing outcomes, we in-
cluded indicators of the composition of the surrounding subarea; such
measures could account for preferences for co-residence among large
numbers of blacks and recently arrived immigrants. Although we found
that the chance of living in deteriorated housing was sensitive to the
presence of many blacks and many recently arrived immigrants, our
findings with respect to race/ethnicity remained significant, indicating
that preferences alone cannot explain the differences observed by race/
ethnicity. Even though we did not include contextual predictors in the
models predicting neighborhood outcomes, the effects of race/ethnicity
mirrored those in the models predicting housing outcomes; thus, even if
we had been able to include measures that tap into household prefer-
ences for neighborhood composition, we likely would have found simi-
lar results with respect to race/ethnicity (although perhaps weaker in
strength and significance).

Furthermore, there is little reason to expect that blacks should be
most likely of all groups to prefer living in undermaintained housing
and in neighborhoods plagued with social and economic problems.3 In-
deed, evidence from the Multi-City Survey of Urban Inequality indicates
that members of all racial/ethnic groups tend to agree on their relative
evaluations of different neighborhoods (with some minor exceptions re-
lating to racial composition).4 This kind of evidence suggests that pref-
erences for neighborhood amenities may not differ greatly across racial/
ethnic groups and thus that explanations based on variation in prefer-
ences cannot fully account for the patterns of racial/ethnic inequality we
uncover.

A more compelling argument focuses on structural forces of inequal-
ity—namely, housing-market discrimination—as the factors producing
our results. The history of New York City reveals the various individual
and institutional acts of discrimination that have, over time, relegated
blacks and some Hispanics to the least desirable housing and neigh-
borhoods. Moreover, other evidence, including housing audits, indicates
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that blacks in the city continue to experience various forms of discrim-
ination in the housing market.5 These kinds of barriers all but en-
sure that minorities, and particularly blacks, will occupy areas that
are more diverse, less prosperous, and of lower quality than those in
which whites reside.6 Thus, despite our inability to definitively identify
discrimination as the dominant cause of the patterns of inequality we
uncover, we emphatically believe that it would be foolish to ignore the
potential role played by structural barriers in the housing market.

The persistence of structural forces of inequality has been identified
by revisionist theorists as responsible for the varying patterns of adapta-
tion to American society emerging among children of immigrants and
immigrant youths,7 including declining levels of educational perfor-
mance and psychological well-being as generation and time in the
United States rises.8 Indeed, such patterns of worsening, rather than im-
proving, outcomes across generations suggests that, for some contem-
porary immigrants, the process of “becoming American” is harmful to
their well-being. As a result, segmented assimilation theory argues that
the immigrant groups most at risk of these negative outcomes across
generations are those that share with native-born minorities the experi-
ence of discrimination on the basis of race/ethnicity—namely, those of
African and Hispanic ancestry.9 More broadly, however, segmented as-
similation theory implies that patterns of downward incorporation ex-
tend beyond just two generations and emerge over the longer term, that
is, over three or more generations. Thus, a second—and perhaps more
important—goal of our project was to examine the generational pat-
terns in housing and neighborhood conditions for individual racial/eth-
nic groups to evaluate whether there is any evidence of the kinds of
downward patterns of adaptation hypothesized by segmented assimila-
tion theorists.

What we found is that for whites and Hispanics, the spatial assimila-
tion theory provides the best explanation for generational patterns in
housing and neighborhood conditions. Specifically, for these groups,
housing and neighborhood conditions tend to improve across genera-
tions, as do indicators of socioeconomic status. Moreover, when we
controlled for all available indicators of socioeconomic status and pref-
erences associated with life-cycle stage, most of the generational pat-
terns disappeared.

Although each generation of Hispanics did occupy a better place in
the residential hierarchy than the previous generation, it was clear that
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the combination of socioeconomic mobility and assimilation could not
overcome the counterbalancing effects of stratification processes. That
is, in New York, stratification processes appear to limit the gains that
Hispanic households can make, relegating even the most fortunate His-
panic households to neighborhoods that are more dangerous and more
removed from the larger opportunity structure than those in which the
least fortunate white households live. As a result, Hispanics in New
York City, regardless of their achievements and generational status, are
more likely to live in areas where their children attend schools where
high achievement is not the norm and to have among their peers teens
who enter parenthood at an early age and friends who commit crimes.
Such differences in institutional contexts of whites’ and Hispanics’
neighborhoods will help to carry other forms of inequality far into the
future. Thus, despite the apparently positive generational pattern of in-
corporation, Hispanics—at least in New York City—remain vulnerable
to the pernicious effects of stratification processes.

In contrast to the cases of whites and Hispanics, we found very dif-
ferent generational patterns in locational outcomes among blacks, a
pronounced and consistent pattern of downward mobility on the major-
ity of our outcomes. The deterioration in housing and neighborhood
conditions, however, is not an artifact of differences between descen-
dants of Southern-born migrants and immigrants from the Caribbean;
instead, differences in housing and neighborhood outcomes between the
immigrant (first and 1.5) generations and the second generation (our
best attempt at controlling for ethnicity) are as numerous and statis-
tically significant as the differences separating the early generational
groups from the third-plus generation. We also found that socioeco-
nomic status also declines across generations for blacks; yet when we
controlled for these factors, we found that the generational declines in
housing and neighborhood conditions remain significant, even when the
immigrant generations are compared to the coethnic second generation.
Thus, our findings provide strong evidence to support the expectations
of generational decline in adult-level outcomes as voiced by segmented
assimilation theorists.

What lies at the roots of this pattern of generational decline among
blacks? Because the diminished quality of the second and third-plus
generations’ housing and neighborhood conditions cannot be attrib-
uted to lower levels of education or economic status, we speculate that
the frequency and intensity of discrimination varies across generations.
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Specifically, we argue that as markers of their ethnic origins dissipate,
descendants of black immigrants melt into the larger African American
population, making them more vulnerable to forms of prejudice and
discrimination than were their immigrant parents and grandparents. In
other words, we argue that as generation rises for blacks, so does the
frequency and the strength of discrimination, resulting in a progressive
narrowing of housing opportunities. As a result, for black immigrants,
“becoming American” is not associated with upward mobility (as im-
plied in assimilation theory) but with a loss of status. Evidence to sup-
port such a contention can be found in Massey and Lundy’s innovative
work using telephone housing audits.10 Their study demonstrated that
home seekers receive very different treatment from landlords and real-
tors based on their linguistic patterns. Such evidence aligns with the be-
lief held by many Caribbean immigrants that maintaining their accents
will distance them from African Americans in the eyes of whites and
will thus facilitate their access to important resources such as jobs and
housing.11

Our findings thus confirm segmented assimilation theory’s contention
that racially stigmatized immigrant groups stand at risk of downward
assimilation. More important, by demonstrating that the roots of this
pattern of downward mobility lie not in the assumption of a defective
set of cultural values and practices but in the inequitable distribution of
opportunity, our findings should help to move the theory away from an
overemphasis on the behaviors of a small segment of the inner-city pop-
ulation. Indeed, our findings demand that attention be directed at the
real problem, namely, the persistence of structural barriers to opportu-
nity that continue to keep blacks from rising from the bottom rungs of
many institutions in American society.

In summary, our results tell a compelling story about the continuing
salience of race in American society. Despite the fact that over thirty
years have passed since the passage of the Fair Housing Act, housing
and neighborhood outcomes remain unevenly allocated across racial/
ethnic groups, with the result that blacks disproportionately occupy the
least desirable units located in neighborhoods with the fewest resources
necessary for social and economic success in American society. Further-
more, the longevity of the structural barriers that create and maintain
these inequalities appears to have given rise to patterns of generational
decline in socioeconomic status and locational outcomes among blacks.
The separation of blacks from the other groups—both in their overall
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levels of locational outcomes and in their patterns of generational de-
cline—suggests little reason to believe that racial/ethnic inequality in
this arena of social life will be eliminated in the near future. Instead,
these findings suggest that the nature of the dual housing market, which
has traditionally operated separate submarkets for whites and blacks,
may be evolving into a dual market offering one set of options to blacks
and a different set to those who are not black. Although our findings of
Hispanics’ limited success in becoming fully assimilated in the housing
market suggest that this group may come to occupy an intermediate po-
sition between these two extremes, the fact that our findings appear to
be limited to the case of New York City prevents us from confidently
applying such an interpretation to the nation as a whole. Yet the evi-
dence concerning the prospects of blacks generally, and black immi-
grants specifically, do appear to be generalizable, suggesting that the
predicted shifts in the nature of the dual housing market are just one
part of a general shift in society’s “color line” from the traditional line
separating whites from nonwhites to one dividing blacks from the rest
of society.

Immigrants’ Integration in the Housing Market as It
Reflects on U.S. Immigration Policy

Since the passage of the Immigration and Nationality Amendments Act
in 1965, which eliminated country of origin as a qualification for indi-
viduals to obtain immigrant visas, there has been concern among many
Americans about the “quality” of immigrants coming to the United
States. Many of the countries sending immigrants during the past three
decades have been much poorer than the countries dominating the im-
migrant flows in earlier periods. As a result, many scholars, policy mak-
ers, and members of the public have argued that the increased flow of
immigrants from poorer areas is producing a more needy immigrant
population than had heretofore been the case.

The fact that restrictions have been placed on immigrants that limit
their access to many social welfare programs reflects the anti-immigrant
sentiment of the public in recent years. In 1996, the rights of many non-
citizen immigrants to receive government assistance were substantially
narrowed when Congress passed and President Bill Clinton signed into
law the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
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Act of 1996 (PRWORA). Although many states and localities stepped
in to fill the gap in social welfare programs and many federal benefits
were subsequently restored, at least for some classes of immigrants,12 it
is clear that recent decades have witnessed a resurgence of anti-immi-
grant feelings.

More recently, another wave of restrictionist sentiment has emerged
on the part of the American public. The destruction of the World Trade
Center and the devastating airliner crash into the Pentagon on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, both of which were carried out by foreign nationals, have
resulted in an increased level of security by the former Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS, now a part of the Department of Home-
land Security) in issuing immigrant visas. This legislative change now
appears to have been only one of many other changes.

Countering this anti-immigrant sentiment, many researchers, policy
makers, and members of the public contend that the majority of today’s
immigrants come to the United States with economic needs that are no
different than those of earlier waves. Evidence is accumulating that
counters the fears of overutilization of social welfare benefits among im-
migrants. For example, a number of studies have found that most immi-
grants utilize social welfare programs at rates comparable to those of
native-born households, controlling for the influence of other relevant
factors.13 According to one study,14 poor immigrants are actually signif-
icantly less likely than poor native-born Americans to use public assis-
tance. Similarly, Friedman, Schill, and Rosenbaum demonstrate that in
both New York City and the nation, income-eligible immigrants from
non-refugee-sending countries are significantly less likely to use any
form of rental assistance than are comparable native-born households.15

In addition, evidence suggests that immigrants fill many low-skill jobs
without displacing native-born workers. Indeed, many important indus-
tries, such as the garment industry or service industries related to tour-
ism (e.g., hotels, restaurants), would have a difficult time existing with-
out immigrants.16

There are also more-indirect economic benefits of the recent trends in
immigration. In many cities, such as New York and Washington, D.C.,
where there have been substantial losses in population since the 1950s,
immigrants have helped to curtail these losses; indeed, other cities that
have not benefited from immigration’s effect on population growth are
now implementing policies designed to attract immigrants.17 By helping
to maintain a solid tax base in such cities, and by investing in small
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businesses and in the local housing stock,18 immigrants have helped to
revitalize many urban neighborhoods and have prevented further eco-
nomic decline in these areas.19 The fact that immigrants’ fertility rates
exceed those of the native-born population provides another indirect,
positive economic benefit to American society. By the time members of
the Baby Boom reach retirement, there will be a need for the working-
age cohort to provide enough of a tax base to support the Social Secu-
rity system; the higher fertility of immigrants has helped to ensure that a
pool of workers will be available.

Although the debate about the flow of immigration is alive and well
in the American public, the research in the previous chapters suggests
that perhaps this debate is too focused on the immigrants themselves, as
the same patterns of upward mobility attributed to earlier waves of im-
migrants remain evident in the current context. The society into which
immigrants integrate is hardly discussed. Specifically, the structure of
opportunities available to immigrants, whether in the labor market or
the housing market, is largely ignored in debates over the “quality” of
immigrants. As a result, the downward patterns of mobility evidenced
by some immigrant groups is attributed to the immigrants themselves
and not to the true cause, namely, the external constraints placed on
them.

Indeed, what the results in the previous chapters demonstrate is that
immigrants’ integration into the housing market is influenced by their
own economic circumstances but more profoundly shaped by their race/
ethnicity. The residential outcomes of blacks and Hispanics, regardless
of nativity status, are of significantly poorer quality than those of their
white counterparts with the same socioeconomic backgrounds. Because
preferences for low-quality housing and neighborhoods are unlikely to
vary by race/ethnicity,20 such results indicate the persistence of struc-
tural barriers that limit minorities’ housing choices, and particularly
those of blacks, to the least desirable housing units and the most re-
source-poor neighborhoods in the city. Therefore, race/ethnicity plays
more of a role in immigrants’ locational attainment than does their so-
cioeconomic status, a finding that is not limited to New York City.21

The debate over immigration would be much more useful to policy
makers if it considered the structural aspects of the labor and housing
markets that affect immigrants’ integration into American society. Such
a focus might unify native- and foreign-born minorities who are often
pitted against one another in the current discussions of immigration
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policy. Moreover, instead of “blaming the victim,” a debate on immi-
gration focusing on the structure of opportunity would be more amen-
able to changes through policy making. The results in this book have
clearly shown the need to strengthen policies that combat discrimina-
tion present in the housing market.

Policies to Improve Racial/Ethnic Access to High-Quality
Housing and Neighborhoods

Nonwhites—native-born and immigrant alike—simply do not enjoy the
same opportunities as do whites in New York City’s housing market.
The differences in these opportunities are not a function of income or
time in the United States. Instead, they seem to be rooted in the operation
of the housing market itself. These findings suggest a number of policy
initiatives targeted at people, in order to broaden their residential
choices, as well as at places, in order to improve the residential options
of those who are constrained in their choices within the housing market.

People-Based Policies

The different housing outcomes achieved by blacks and Hispanics as
compared to whites of similar socioeconomic standing suggests that dis-
crimination remains a salient factor in New York City’s current housing
market. Moreover, the findings of generational decline in socioeconomic
standing and residential circumstances among blacks suggest that one
of the pernicious effects of housing-market (and other forms of) dis-
crimination is a progressive deterioration in the status of blacks and
perhaps a widening of the distance separating blacks from other groups
in American society. In order to improve the structure of opportunity
within the housing market so that minorities, and especially blacks,
have an equal chance of translating their socioeconomic success into the
same residential attainment as whites, it is necessary to step up enforce-
ment of the Fair Housing Act. Although the current fair-housing climate
is more amenable to enforcement of the act, the government needs to
put more pressure on the violators of the act to reduce the overall inci-
dence of discrimination.

When the Fair Housing Act was passed in 1968, one of the compro-
mises required to get the legislation through was to put in place a weak
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enforcement mechanism.22 The Department of Justice (DOJ) was given
the power to prosecute, but the Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD), the government’s primary agency that deals with
housing, was only allowed to conciliate complaints or refer them to
DOJ. With the passage of the Fair Housing Amendments Act in 1988,
HUD was given enforcement powers of its own.

However, even with the expansion of enforcement powers designed
to combat discrimination, the federal government’s role in upholding
the Fair Housing Act has been limited. Less than 1 percent of illegal acts
of housing discrimination actually become a formal complaint.23 More-
over, of the race-based complaints filed and investigated by HUD be-
tween 1989 and 1997, only 2.3 percent resulted in a finding that rea-
sonable cause existed to believe discrimination had taken place; the
other cases were either settled or dismissed.24 Clearly, stronger enforce-
ment is needed.

One important step would be to increase the use of paired testing
so that the incidence of discrimination, including that aimed at im-
migrants, may be documented. Very little is known about how immi-
grants, particularly black immigrants, experience discrimination in the
housing market. One potential explanation for our results of a genera-
tional decline in locational outcomes among blacks is that the intensity
and perhaps frequency of discrimination may vary across generations.
The work of Massey and Lundy demonstrates how simple auditing pro-
cedures can be used to document how home seekers may receive differ-
ent treatment by realtors and landlords depending on their linguistic
styles. This work could be extended to test whether home seekers who
speak with different foreign accents receive different treatment in the
housing market than do their more linguistically “assimilated” peers,
and whether such differences vary by race/ethnicity, as we have hypoth-
esized here. In addition to illuminating possible differences in housing-
market discrimination across different immigrant groups, increasing
and extending the practice of audits has a simple and practical conse-
quence: research has shown that enforcement agencies tend to receive
better settlements when testing is employed.25

A second step would be for HUD to initiate more systemic investiga-
tions26 and for DOJ to engage in more pattern and practice lawsuits.
Although HUD investigates each individual complaint it receives, it
does not always respond to the institutionalized discrimination that
may be taking place. Yet it is the institutionalized discrimination that
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needs to be combated in order to truly make inroads on equalizing the
structure of opportunity available to minority and white home seekers.
Such unlawful discrimination could be more effectively fought against
using HUD-initiated complaints and pattern and practice lawsuits.

In addition to making the structure of opportunity more equal in the
housing market, HUD and private housing providers could do more to
educate the public, particularly the immigrant portion of the public,
about fair-housing rights. Many individuals protected by the law may
not realize that HUD is required to investigate all complaints brought
to it or that HUD appoints a lawyer to the complainant(s) if the case is
charged with a reasonable-cause finding and goes on to be adjudicated.
The agency already works in tandem with both public and private agen-
cies on a number of initiatives to promote fair housing, but given that
so few complaints are filed relative to the true amount of discrimination
that is occurring, it appears that the public is not as educated on these
issues as it should be. Given that today’s immigrants have largely en-
tered the United States after the civil rights movement, it is important to
educate them on their fair-housing rights.

Perhaps these agencies should work more closely with community
groups, including faith-based groups, to educate the public. In the black
community, churches played a vital role in the civil rights movement
and continue today to have a socially progressive agenda. In addition,
religious organizations are a central part of many immigrant communi-
ties. By working with community-based organizations, HUD can edu-
cate the public about its mission and the services it provides in the re-
spective language of the immigrant group and in a setting that is most
comfortable to the members of the group.

One example of a community-based organization that has been suc-
cessful in improving immigrants’ housing outcomes is Asian Americans
For Equality (AAFE).27 Located in New York City, AAFE serves some
of the city’s largest Asian enclaves, neighborhoods that include not only
a highly diverse set of Asian groups (speaking numerous languages and
dialects) but also a number of Hispanic immigrant groups. The organi-
zation’s original purpose was to combat discriminatory hiring practices
that were taking place in Chinatown during the early 1970s, but it has
expanded its mission to include educational programs concerning ten-
ants’ rights and the home-buying process, as well as advocacy programs
for both renters and home buyers. In addition, AAFE has become in-
volved in housing rehabilitation, as well as the production of new af-
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fordable housing in the areas it serves. Since the mid-1970s, AAFE has
built or rehabilitated more than forty buildings in Chinatown and the
Lower East Side, providing housing for more than five hundred low- to
moderate-income households, and has renovated or built a substantial
number of homes in Queens.28

Another example of a collaborative effort to aid immigrants is the
publication, in early 2004, of The New York Times Guide for Immi-
grants in New York City by the Lower East Side Tenement Museum and
the New York Times. Written in Chinese, Spanish, and English, this
publication provides information about several important issues, includ-
ing getting a job and finding an apartment, understanding the New
York City school system, and applying for a green card. It also provides
information on the range of advocacy groups and other organizations
in the city dedicated to helping immigrants. This publication can serve
as a useful example for other efforts to inform immigrants about their
rights.

Another “pro-people” policy to improve the housing options avail-
able to low-income households is tenant-based housing assistance (i.e.,
housing vouchers). For example, research has shown that low-income
households receiving tenant-based assistance are less likely than their
project-based counterparts to live in highly segregated and extremely
poor neighborhoods.29 Because of their generally lower levels of in-
come, on average, minority households would benefit more than white
households if enough vouchers were approved to meet the need. How-
ever, the supply of vouchers and certificates does not come close to
meeting the demand for rental assistance; currently, only about one in
three eligible households receive some form of rental assistance.30 In-
deed, the long waiting lists for housing assistance is probably one im-
portant reason why immigrants (from non-refugee-sending countries)
are significantly less likely to utilize housing assistance than comparably
income-eligible native-born households in New York City and in the
nation as a whole.31

However, the benefits of housing assistance, particularly residence in
public housing, to immigrants and minorities appear to be mixed. On
the positive side, our results indicate that for Hispanic and black rent-
ers, living in public housing (relative to other rental housing) confers
some benefits in neighborhood quality. Specifically, Hispanic renters in
public housing live in neighborhoods with similar percentages of whites
as those in which Hispanic owners live, while other Hispanic renters
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live in neighborhoods with a significantly smaller white presence.32 In a
similar vein, black renters living in public housing were no different
than black owners in the percentage of students in their subareas under-
performing in math, while other black renters lived in neighborhoods
with far higher percentages of low-performing students.33 Despite these
apparent benefits, we found far more negative aspects of living in public
housing, including living in neighborhoods with higher levels of crime,
teenage fertility rates, and public-assistance rates.34 Thus, on the whole,
public housing does not greatly improve the residential circumstances of
minorities and immigrants.

Although tenant-based assistance can help to improve the housing
and neighborhood outcomes of low-income households generally, it
cannot overcome the barriers in the housing market that differentially
constrain the housing options made available to minority home seekers.
That is, evidence indicates that the ability of assisted households to ac-
quire improved residential outcomes is affected by their race; among
assisted households, blacks are more likely than whites to move to more
racially segregated and poorer areas.35 Evidence from housing-mobility
programs, however, indicates that additional services—including hous-
ing counseling and landlord outreach—can help nonwhite assisted
households hurdle these barriers.36

For example, evidence from the Moving to Opportunity Demonstra-
tion Program in Chicago demonstrated that despite similar pre-move
preferences for mixed-race neighborhoods, “experimental” families
(i.e., those that had to move to low-poverty neighborhoods and received
housing counseling along with their Section 8 vouchers) were more
likely to satisfy these preferences than were “comparison” families (that
received Section 8 vouchers but no counseling and no constraints on
their destinations).37 Such a difference is probably attributable in large
part to the supplemental services received by the experimental group.
Thus, to be truly effective in alleviating some of the inequalities we find
in our analysis, the housing-choice voucher program must not only be
funded to levels that match the need for rental assistance but should
also be supplemented with the kinds of services that maximize the abil-
ity of assisted households to gain access to higher-quality housing and
the kinds of spatially based resources and opportunities necessary for
social and economic success. Although supplemental services add to the
cost of housing vouchers, direct federal spending on housing assistance
is only a fraction of the amount lost to tax incentives, including the
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mortgage-interest deduction.38 The equalization of housing benefits for
low-income and more-affluent households is long overdue.

A final “pro-people” policy solution lies in New York City’s rent-
regulation programs, although the effectiveness of such legislation has
been significantly weakened in recent years. Following World War II,
New York enacted a rent-control program, which protected residents
from significant rent increases. However, because the legislation only
applies to units built before 1947, where the residents have lived in their
units continuously since the early 1970s, it is not as beneficial to New
Yorkers as when it was first enacted. Indeed, in 2002, rent-controlled
units only constituted 2.8 percent of the city’s rental-housing stock.39

In 1969, New York enacted a rent-stabilization policy to apply to
buildings with six or more units built after 1947. The policy extended
the regulations under the rent-control program to these larger, more re-
cently built units. However, in recent years the state has eroded the ben-
efits available under this policy. Under the Rent Regulation Reform Act
of 1997, units with rents at or above $2,000, regardless of the incomes
of the newly arrived tenants, are no longer covered by the program. In
addition, landlords can increase the rent on a vacated unit by 20 per-
cent; if they make repairs, they can charge one-fortieth of the cost to the
tenants’ monthly rents. There is worry in the housing community that
landlords may undertake repairs in order to increase the monthly rent
to close to $2,000.

In 2002, 48.6 percent of New York City’s rental units fell under the
rent-stabilization program,40 dropping nearly 3 percentage points, from
51.9 percent, in 1999.41 It appears that the policy has been most benefi-
cial to Dominicans, as 70 percent lived in such housing in 1999, nearly
one and a half times the level of the average renter in New York.42

Blacks are not nearly as likely to live in such housing; in 1999 only 41
percent of blacks lived in rent-stabilized units, well below the average
level. Blacks are more likely to live in locally or federally assisted hous-
ing, as compared to other groups. Only 26 percent of blacks lived in
unregulated rental housing. The percentage that is black in the neigh-
borhoods in which assisted housing is located is much higher than that
where unregulated or rent-stabilized units are located (39 percent versus
21 and 23 percent, respectively). Thus, it appears that, as with housing-
assistance programs, rent regulation cannot overcome the barriers in the
housing market that differentially constrain the housing options avail-
able to blacks as compared to other home seekers.
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Place-Based Policies

Our findings clearly reveal the uneven distribution over space of
high-quality housing and neighborhood-based resources. This is evident
not only in the inequalities by race/ethnicity that emerge so starkly in
our analyses but also in the effects that the percentage of blacks and the
percentage of recently arrived immigrants in the surrounding subarea
have on the chance of living in deteriorated housing units. In each case,
as the concentration of the particular group (blacks or recently arrived
immigrants) rose, so did the likelihood of living in a seriously under-
maintained housing unit. Whether such areal variations in the quality of
housing represent “benign” processes of wear and tear on the housing
stock or more pernicious consequences of purposeful disinvestment, the
fact is that minority households are more likely than white households
to be exposed to such potentially harmful environments. Although peo-
ple-based efforts, such as tenant-based assistance, may help to increase
the range of options available to households, they cannot help to im-
prove the quality of housing and neighborhood resources, nor to equal-
ize the distribution of the resources across the various neighborhoods of
the city.

One way to work toward the latter goal is to invest private and pub-
lic funds into specific communities. Such investment can help curb racial
disparities in residential location by improving the quality of life for all
residents in disadvantaged areas and by increasing the attractiveness of
such areas to investors, which has the potential to develop the economic
infrastructure of these communities.

On the public side of the investment ledger, the city’s ten-year plan
demonstrated that significant improvements can be achieved in even the
most blighted neighborhoods. Begun in 1986, the ten-year plan has de-
voted over $5 billion—largely of local funds—to creating some 150,000
new units of affordable housing. Some of these new units derived from
new construction, but the majority arose from the rehabilitation of
city-owned properties. Still in operation today (though on a far smaller
scale), the ten-year plan has created new homeownership opportunities
and returned tens of thousands of rental units to the city’s housing stock
through a variety of programs and partnerships with various local and
national organizations, including the Local Initiatives Support Corpora-
tion (LISC), the Enterprise Foundation, and the New York City Hous-
ing Partnership.43 Journalistic evidence abounds on the successes of the
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program,44 but research to quantify the program’s effects has only just
begun to take shape. One study has shown that production under the
ten-year plan appears to be associated with positive “spillover” effects,
such as rising sales prices for housing near ten-year plan projects.45

Other studies have shown additional positive effects associated with the
program, like the declining prevalence of vacant and boarded-up build-
ings.46 This kind of improvement may lead to further gains for affected
neighborhoods, given the association of vacant and boarded-up build-
ings with various forms of physical and social disorder and the salience
of such structures in the minds of potential investors.47 Although these
are all positive effects of the program, other evidence suggests that
the plan has contributed to increasing concentrations of poor, welfare-
receiving, and single-parent households in certain areas.48

The federal Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), passed in 1977, is
a piece of national legislation that could prove to be very useful in
equalizing the distribution of some neighborhood resources. The CRA
requires federally chartered depository institutions to respond to the
credit needs of their service areas, including low- and moderate-income
communities. It requires bank regulatory agencies to take such re-
sponses into account in its evaluation of a depository institution’s appli-
cation or any other request to make a significant change in its business
practices. Moreover, the act allows third parties to challenge lenders’
applications. These challenges can pose delays in the approval process
and therefore can be costly to the financial institution.

The passage of the CRA in 1977 took place at a time when several
key pieces of fair-lending legislation were enacted. The motivation for
the CRA was based on concerns that inner-city neighborhoods did not
have access to credit. It was suspected that the lack of credit was due to
racial and ethnic discrimination, or more specifically redlining, occur-
ring within these communities. According to the National Community
Reinvestment Coalition, the CRA has led to more than $1 trillion in
new private investment for community development.49 Since the 1990s,
the act has been particularly effective. Many financial institutions’ ap-
plications for changes in their business practices have been denied.
Community groups have also been effective at challenging the applica-
tions of financial institutions. Indeed, the potential time lost by finan-
cial institutions through the challenges posed by community groups has
been enough to give leverage to various groups to develop CRA agree-
ments with these institutions. These agreements call for, at a minimum,
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increases in home-purchase, home-improvement, and small-business
lending in low- and moderate-income areas and to racial minorities
throughout metropolitan areas.

Recent research suggests that the effects of the CRA extend beyond
the potential upgrading of distressed areas. One consequence of the
CRA appears to be a higher chance of minority in-movement to pre-
dominantly white neighborhoods.50 Thus, by potentially being an effec-
tive component of larger efforts to reduce levels of residential segre-
gation, the CRA extends its usefulness beyond inequities in the avail-
ability of credit and thus emerges as a key strategy to ameliorate many
urban problems.

Public and private “place-based” approaches can improve the struc-
ture of opportunity available in the housing market for minority immi-
grant and native-born New Yorkers in two general ways. First, rein-
vestment in distressed neighborhoods can make them more desirable
places to live, which in turn can cause property values to increase. Sec-
ond, reinvestment has the potential to increase the economic integration
of residents, particularly if such communities are near downtown offices
and cultural attractions. This could greatly diversify the social networks
of residents, particularly poorer and immigrant residents, within these
communities, which has positive implications for their future social
mobility.

Conclusions

Racial discrimination continues to be a salient feature of New York
City’s housing market. Although the broad tenets of the spatial assimila-
tion model characterize immigrants’ locational attainment, race/ethnic-
ity is still a defining element that shapes the structure of opportunity in
the housing market available to today’s immigrants. Thus, even if immi-
grants have the socioeconomic resources needed to achieve improve-
ments in their residential environments, the way that their resources
translate into residential outcomes depends, in large part, on their race/
ethnicity.

Place- and people-based policies are needed to improve the operation
of the housing market in New York City so that, over time, immigrants
and native-born minorities alike will be afforded the same opportunities
in the housing market as are white home seekers. Both types of policies
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would be strengthened if the needs and experiences of immigrants were
included in their formulation. Minority immigrants achieve better resi-
dential outcomes when they know more about their rights and when
community groups monitor the wealth being funneled into their com-
munities by depository institutions. By appealing to immigrants, the
movement toward fair housing and lending would benefit as a whole.
Current debates over immigration tend to polarize immigrants and na-
tive-born minorities. However, by including immigrants in the discus-
sion of fair housing and lending, these groups could work together to
reduce residential segregation and improve their housing and neighbor-
hood conditions. Such an effort would not only benefit the current gen-
eration of immigrants and minorities but would also improve the access
that future generations have to wealth and ultimately improve their cur-
rent and future socioeconomic well-being.
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Appendix A
Data and Methodology

Data Sources

The analyses of housing and locational attainment in New York City
presented in chapters 4 and 5 are based on two sources of data. The
first is the 1999 panel of the New York City Housing and Vacancy Sur-
vey (HVS), which provides individual-level data on households within
the city. The other source of data is Infoshare, which provides neighbor-
hood-level indicators that we append to the individual-level data from
the HVS.

The HVS is a multistage probability sample of approximately eigh-
teen thousand housing units located throughout the five boroughs of
New York City. The sample is surveyed every two to three years by the
U.S. Bureau of the Census under contract to New York City in compli-
ance with city and state laws regarding rent regulation. The main focus
of the survey is on housing, but because the survey also asks households
to provide many demographic and socioeconomic indicators, the data
provide the most current source of information on the city’s housing,
households, and population. In analyzing these data, we use the sample
weights (scaled down to maintain unweighted cell sizes) to correct for
potential undercoverage and sampling design effects.

The 1999 panel of the HVS is particularly suitable for an analysis of
nativity/generational-status differences in locational attainment. Unlike
previous waves of the survey, the 1999 wave asked foreign-born house-
holders to report the year that they entered the United States. The HVS
also asks foreign-born households to provide the nativity status of both
parents. As mentioned earlier, this is one of two existing data sets, to
our knowledge, that collects such information. By combining these two
pieces of information, we are able to categorize the householders within
the HVS by their nativity/generational status.
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Although the recent revisions to the HVS make it an excellent source
of data on the foreign-born population of New York City, it is—like
most quantitative data sets—hampered by a number of limitations,
some of which affect our analysis of locational attainment. First, the
HVS does not collect information on foreign-born householders’ En-
glish proficiency, which is a factor that has an impact on the access that
immigrants have to better housing and neighborhood opportunities.1

Second, the HVS does not provide any measures of households’ wealth.
Although information on homeownership is available, there are no data
on present net financial worth. We expect that our measures of nativity/
generational status may overstate the “true” net effect that we would
obtain if we could control for English-language proficiency and wealth.

Another limitation of the HVS that bears directly on our analyses is
the absence of an indicator of ancestry. As a result, we cannot identify
the ethnic identity of white and black members of the third-plus genera-
tion. This leaves us vulnerable to confounding generation and ethnicity
for these two groups. This limitation is particularly acute in our analy-
ses pertaining to blacks since many of the third-plus generation have
their roots among the waves of Southern-born migrants who began ar-
riving in the city at the turn of the twentieth century, whereas those in
the first, 1.5, and second generations have their roots largely in the
Caribbean. Of course, given the long history of substantial migration
from the Caribbean, there is also a segment of the third-plus generation
that identifies with Caribbean ancestry. The problem is that we cannot
identify them. As a result, and as we discuss elsewhere, in our group-
specific models we compare the first and 1.5 generations to the second
generation, in addition to our usual comparisons that use the third-plus
generation as the reference group. Doing so allows us essentially to con-
trol for the ethnic differences that set the third-plus generation apart
from the earlier generations and thus helps to strengthen our interpreta-
tions of generational differences.

The final limitation of the HVS is that it only collects data on house-
holds within New York City. Data from Census 2000 for the New York
CMSA show that 23 percent of whites, 58 percent of blacks, and 56
percent of Hispanics lived in New York City itself; the remainder of the
CMSA population lives outside New York City. As part of the assimila-
tion process, immigrants may leave New York City and move to the
suburbs. Because we cannot examine these households, our results may
overstate or understate generational differences in locational attainment
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depending on the race or ethnic group being studied. For blacks and
Hispanics, it is likely that we are underestimating the extent to which
they are attaining better housing and neighborhood outcomes. Previous
research has shown that minorities’ gains in neighborhood outcomes
are more pronounced in suburbs than in the central cities in the New
York metropolitan area.2

A major advantage of using the HVS data is that they identify the
sub-borough area or “subarea” in which the sampled housing unit is lo-
cated. Subareas are aggregations of census tracts that total at least
100,000 population. In total, there are fifty-five subareas within New
York City. Although subareas are larger than what researchers typi-
cally use as a proxy for “neighborhood,” they correspond to politically
meaningful boundaries within New York City. Subareas are created
from the fifty-nine community districts that serve as the city’s main ad-
ministrative units for service provision and other amenities. Thus, re-
sults of any analysis based on subareas can provide meaningful infor-
mation to the city’s policy makers.

Because of the ability to identify the subareas within the HVS data,
we are able to append subarea-level data to householders’ data, creating
a multilevel data set for our analyses. The subarea-level data come from
a unique database called Infoshare that allows us to aggregate a variety
of public and private data to different levels of geography within New
York City, including the subarea. Indicators derived from Infoshare in-
clude rates of diseases, vital events, and crime; test scores for schools;
information about public-assistance receipt; the racial composition of
neighborhoods; and other measures that characterize the quality of life
within the city.

Variable Definitions and Construction

Independent Variables

One of the central variables in our analysis is generational status. As
described earlier, we examine four specific generational groups, the first,
1.5, second, and third-plus generations. The first generation consists of
householders who were born abroad (and whose parents were born
abroad) and who arrived in the United States at age eighteen or older. In
contrast, the 1.5 generation consists of householders who were born
abroad (of foreign-born parents) but who arrived in the United States at
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an age younger than eighteen. The second generation consists of house-
holders who were born in the United States but who have at least one
parent born abroad. Finally, the third-plus generation consists of house-
holders who were born in the United States of native-born parents. We
construct generational groups for Puerto Ricans despite the fact that
Puerto Ricans are not strictly immigrants. We do so because previous
research has suggested that island-born Puerto Ricans who migrate to
the mainland experience an integration process that is similar to that
experienced by immigrants, and capturing this process is the goal of our
analysis.3

Another key independent variable in our analysis is householder
race/ethnicity. We examine four mutually exclusive racial/ethnic groups:
non-Hispanic whites, non-Hispanic blacks, Hispanics, and Asians/Pa-
cific Islanders. The category Hispanic is heterogeneous, consisting of
householders reporting Puerto Rican, Dominican, Cuban, Central/South
American, Mexican, as well as “other” Hispanic origin. There is also a
residual category of race/ethnicity consisting of householders of “other”
race, which includes American Indians, Eskimos, and persons reporting
“other” race. However, because there are few foreign-born household-
ers within this group, an analysis broken down by generational status
could not be sustained, forcing us to eliminate this group from our
analysis. In addition, because of extremely small cell sizes, we were un-
able to estimate locational attainment models for Asians as a separate
group. Finally, in the models for Hispanics, we include a dichotomy that
differentiates black from nonblack Hispanics, as well as nation-origin
dichotomies that differentiate between Puerto Rican, Dominican, and
other Hispanic households, and we compare these groups to the refer-
ence category of Central/South Americans.

Other independent variables used in the analysis include measures of
the household’s life-cycle stage and its socioeconomic status. Life-cycle
factors are represented by the householder’s age and by a dichotomous
variable indicating whether the household is headed by a single person
(i.e., a noncouple) versus a couple. We also use a dichotomous variable
to indicate whether any adults, other than those in the “nuclear” family,
are present in the household. We do not specify the relationship of these
other adults to the householder. This measure allows us to control for
the use of a multiple-earner strategy that could enable some households,
particularly immigrant and native-born minority households, to im-
prove their living conditions.4 Finally, we also utilize a dummy variable
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indicating whether there are any children younger than eighteen in the
household.

Socioeconomic status is measured by three variables: the educational
attainment of the householder, household income, and a dichotomous
variable indicating whether anyone in the household receives public
assistance. Householders’ educational attainment is measured as two
dummy variables differentiating those who have less than a high school
diploma from those who have received a high school diploma. The ref-
erence category for householders’ educational attainment is some col-
lege or more. In the multivariate models, household income is logged to
eliminate the high degree of skew in this variable.

We also control for the housing-market sector of the housing unit. As
described earlier, we utilize this variable to tap into an additional aspect
of socioeconomic status in all models except for that predicting home-
ownership. This variable is operationalized as two dummy variables to
differentiate units in public housing from those that are also in the
rental sector but are not part of public housing. The reference for these
categories is owned units.

Our final independent variables are measured at the aggregate level.
The first controls for the borough in which the housing unit is located.
We utilize three dummy variables, one for the Bronx, one for Queens,
and one for Brooklyn/Staten Island. Because the population of Staten
Island remains fairly homogeneous in its race/ethnicity and immigrant
status, it is essential to combine this borough with another. The refer-
ence for the borough dummies is Manhattan. Controlling for borough
location is important since immigrant and racial/ethnic groups tend to
live in different boroughs and because the patterns of development have
led to very different housing stocks and thus divergent sets of housing
opportunities in the boroughs.

Our other aggregate-level predictors are measures of the composition
of the subarea surrounding the sampled unit. Both use 1990 census data
for their measurement since at the time of the analysis, detailed data
on nativity status and year of arrival was not available for small geo-
graphic units, preventing us from using data more current than 1990
for this variable. As a result, we decided for the sake of consistency to
use 1990 data for the percentage of blacks as well. The first measures
the percentage of blacks in the subarea population. As discussed earlier,
controlling for percentage of blacks is essential because high-quality
housing and neighborhood conditions are not distributed evenly over
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space, but are more plentiful in areas with fewer black residents. In ad-
dition, controlling for percentage of blacks allows us to account for the
fact that many black and nonwhite Hispanic households find that their
access to areas with few or no black residents remains limited.

The second aspect of subarea composition that we control for is the
percentage of recently arrived immigrants. This variable compared the
number of immigrants in the subarea who arrived between 1980 and
1990 to the total number of foreign-born persons in the area. Using this
variable allows us to take account of the uneven distribution of housing
and neighborhood resources, which, as predicted by spatial assimilation
theory, suggests that areas serving as the first stop for newcomers to the
country would be the most rundown in the city and would thus offer
some of the least desirable housing opportunities to its residents.

Dependent Variables

We examine three aspects of housing conditions and six aspects of
neighborhood conditions. The three housing conditions are homeown-
ership, crowding, and housing-unit quality, as indicated by the number
of maintenance deficiencies. Crowding is measured as the number of
persons per room, and housing units are considered crowded if they
contain more than one person per room. The number of maintenance
deficiencies in a housing unit relies on the householder’s reports of the
presence, during the three months preceding the survey (which is con-
ducted in January and February of the survey year), of any of the fol-
lowing deficiencies: toilet breakdowns; heating breakdowns; the need
for additional heat; the presence of rats or mice; leaks from the outside;
cracks or holes in the walls, floor, or ceiling; and large areas of broken
plaster on the walls. We define the presence of three or more mainte-
nance deficiencies as indicating a serious level of undermaintenance; this
dichotomous variable serves as our measure of housing-unit quality.

Our six neighborhood conditions are all measured at the subarea
level and consist of the percentage that is white, the percentage of stu-
dents performing at or below grade level in math, the violent-crime rate,
the percentage of households receiving public assistance, the teenage
fertility rate, and the percentage of housing units that are one- and two-
family homes. The percentage of whites relies on 2000 census data for
its construction, and is simply the number of non-Hispanic whites in
the subarea divided by the total subarea population. The percentage of
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students underperforming in math is based on data from the New York
City Board of Education and refers to students in the fourth through
sixth grades. This measure divides the number of students whose perfor-
mance in math is at or below grade level by all fourth- through sixth-
graders for the 1998–1999 school year. We chose math scores instead of
reading scores because reading scores in immigrant neighborhoods may
be influenced by the immigrant children’s limited English proficiency.
Math scores may be less sensitive to the immigrant composition of the
area. The address of the school is what places underperforming students
in a particular subarea. Because school districts are not completely coex-
tensive with subareas, this variable may not always represent the quality
of schools in a given householder’s district. However, it can be ar-
gued that this variable may reflect the prevalence of a negative attitude
about school, or about the value of education or doing well in school,
among youth in the area. The violent-crime rate is measured as the
number of violent crimes (murder, rape, assault, robbery) in 1999 di-
vided by the total population in the subarea. The crime rate is expressed
per 1,000 population. The percentage of households receiving public
assistance relies on data from the New York City Human Resources
Administration. The teen fertility rate divides the number of births to
women aged twelve to seventeen by the total number of women in that
age group and is expressed per 1,000. And finally, the percentage of
housing units that are one- and two-family homes relies on 2000 cen-
sus data.

Analytical Methods

To examine the impact of nativity/generational status on locational at-
tainment, we employ bivariate and multivariate analyses. In the bivari-
ate analyses, we report nativity/generational status differences in loca-
tional attainment for all householders (chapter 4) and then by race/
ethnicity (chapter 5) in order to determine how well the spatial assimi-
lation model characterizes the assimilation process across subgroups
within the population. Our multivariate analyses are also performed for
the overall sample and for each racial/ethnic group separately (apart
from Asians). The multivariate analyses allow us to examine the effect
of nativity/generational status on locational outcomes after controlling
for a range of theoretically relevant independent variables. As men-
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tioned in chapter 4, in the results that are reported, we use third-plus-
generation households as the reference group. In chapter 5, where we
examine racial/ethnic groups separately, we also report results that com-
pare first- and 1.5-generation households’ housing and neighborhood
outcomes to those of second-generation households to account for the
potential differences in ethnicity between members of the third-plus
generation and the immigrant generations. This problem, as discussed
earlier, is particularly acute for blacks, since most members of the third-
plus generation have their roots among the Southern-born migrants
who began arriving in the city during the early decades of the twentieth
century. However, because of the long history of fairly substantial mi-
gration from the Caribbean, among the third-plus generation are indi-
viduals of Caribbean heritage, but we cannot identify them. Thus, com-
paring the immigrant generations to the second generation is one way
of controlling for ethnicity.

To examine the relationship between nativity/generational status and
homeownership, household crowding, and housing quality, we specify
several logistic regression models that estimate the following logit speci-
fication of Pi: the probability that household i owns its home; the prob-
ability that it lives in housing units with more than one person per
room; and the probability that it lives in a housing unit with three or
more maintenance deficiencies, where 0 < Pi < 1:

log 1 Pi
12Pi

2 5 a 1 S
j

bjNji 1 S
n

bnXni

The vector N represents the nativity/generational status of the house-
holder. Two different models are run for each of the three housing
dependent variables. In the first of the two models, the vector N com-
prises three dummy variables indicating whether the householder is part
of the first, 1.5, or second generation. The reference group is composed
of householders who are part of the third-plus generation. In the second
logistic regression model, the vector N comprises nativity/generational-
status variables that take into account year of entry for foreign-born
householders. Specifically, the vector N consists of five dummy variables
indicating whether the householder is part of the first generation and
entered in or after 1980, the first generation and entered before 1980,
the 1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980, the 1.5 generation and
entered before 1980, and the second generation. The dummy variable
for second generation is not disaggregated by year of entry because
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these householders were born in the United States to foreign-born par-
ents. As in the first model, the reference group is composed of house-
holders who are part of the third-plus generation.

In the two logistic regression models run for each of the three hous-
ing outcomes, the vector X measures the control variables used in the
analysis. Specifically, we introduce controls for the following set of
characteristics: households’ life-cycle stage (i.e., the number of children
under eighteen years of age in the household, household headship, and
whether the household includes adults beyond those in the nuclear fam-
ily); household income; receipt of public assistance; and householder’s
education, age, and race/ethnicity. We also control for contextual-level
characteristics, namely, the borough of residence and the percentage of
blacks and recent immigrants located within the subarea. In all models,
except for those focused on homeownership, we control for the hous-
ing-market sector of the housing unit. In sum, six models are run for the
overall sample, and for whites, blacks, and Hispanics, for a total of
twenty-four models. We do not run models for Asians as a separate
group because there are not enough native-born households to sustain
such an analysis.

With respect to neighborhood outcomes, we employ the locational
attainment model. This model characterizes how households become
located in the hierarchy of neighborhoods that exists in society. Like the
status attainment model, it focuses on how individuals or households
convert their resources into higher status positions within the stratifica-
tion system.5 For example, in the status attainment model, one’s educa-
tion influences the access that he or she will have to a particular occu-
pation because of the educational demands of the occupation and the
employer’s preferences.

To examine the relationship between nativity/generational status and
locational attainment we adopt the following multivariate model that
has been used in previous research on this topic:6

Yij 5 a 1 Sb1N1ij 1 Sb2X2ij 1 eij,

where Yij is the subarea measure of the context (i.e., percentage white,
crime rate, percentage receiving AFDC, teenage fertility rate, percentage
with below-grade-level math, percentage of units that are one- and two-
family homes) for context j; N1ij are the nativity/generational-status in-
dicators for household i in community j; and X2ij represents the control
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variables of household i in community j. The model is estimated with
the household as the unit of analysis and separately for each of our six
dependent variables. As with the housing outcomes, two models are
estimated for each of the five dependent variables. One model contains
three nativity/generational-status dummy variables, and the other con-
tains five variables as specified earlier. The vector X, which contains the
control variables, is also similar to that included in the housing outcome
models. The only difference is that we do not control for contextual-
level variables here because our outcome is at the contextual level. In
sum, twelve models are run for the overall sample, and for whites,
blacks, and Hispanics, for a total of forty-eight models.

Such a model can be interpreted in the same manner as other status
attainment models.7 Each b coefficient establishes the degree of conver-
sion of a householder’s or household’s characteristics, such as income or
education, into a residential context of higher quality or, more generally,
into a better position in the stratification system. Thus, the dependent
variable is an aggregate-level variable regressed on independent vari-
ables at the individual or household level of analysis.

In the past, the estimation of such models has been troublesome pri-
marily because researchers have been limited to one source of data for
both the individual- and aggregate-level characteristics. Richard Alba
and John Logan have developed a method to overcome the problems in
estimating models from such data.8 However, we do not need to use the
technique because our individual- and aggregate-level data are drawn
from independent sources.

Because we are using data from independent sources, we are able to
combat another methodological problem that has been acknowledged
but not addressed: spatial autocorrelation.9 Spatial autocorrelation can
arise in models predicting an aggregate-level outcome as a function of
individual-level characteristics because multiple cases share the same
value on the dependent variable. This problem has the potential of pro-
ducing correlated error terms and thus of underestimating the standard
errors of regression coefficients. To address this problem, we use feasi-
ble generalized least squares to estimate the locational attainment re-
gression models specified above.10 This technique produces regression
coefficients and standard errors that take into account the fact that the
error variances across subareas are different.11

Specifically, we identified that spatial autocorrelation exists by testing
for whether the error variances across the subareas were homogeneous
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using the Lagrange Multiplier test. Based on our results, we find evi-
dence to reject the null hypothesis of homogeneity of the variances. To
correct for spatial autocorrelation, we need to superimpose a structure
on the covariance matrix. Traditionally this is done using “time” in
time-series-analysis data and “distance” in geographic data. In our case,
although we can identify the subarea in which respondents live, we can-
not identify how respondents within subareas are geographically related
to one another. Therefore, we cannot use this traditional technique.

An alternative would be to specify a random effects model with an
individual-specific error and a subarea-specific error. However, in our
case, since individuals within the same subarea have identical values for
each dependent variable, we cannot specify a within-subarea individual-
specific error. To address the potential for autocorrelation, then, we
used the best of the limited options available to us, namely, feasible gen-
eralized least squares (FGLS). This technique allows us to estimate
unique error variances for each of the K subareas. FGLS takes the gen-
eral form

y 5 Xb 1 e

where y is the dependent variable and X is the matrix with explanatory
variables. The vector b contains the regression coefficients.

To estimate the vector b, we use the FGLS estimator, denoted as

b'
fgls 5 (X9V'21X)21V'21y

where V is a consistent estimate of the variance-covariance matrix W.
To get this consistent estimate we first do ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression on the pooled data and then use the residuals from the OLS
regressions to compute the mean squared residual for each of the K sub-
areas respectively. The consistent estimate of W, then, has the following
shape:

s'
1
2I 0 . . 0

0 s'
2
2I . . . .

. . . . . . 0
0 . . 0 s'

K
2I

where the s'
i
2are mean squared residuals for each of the subareas.
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Aside from the fact that our study focuses only on households’ hous-
ing and locational attainment in New York City, another limitation of
the analyses presented in chapters 4 and 5 is that we use the two sets of
nativity/generational-status variables to assess immigrants’ housing and
locational attainment over time (i.e., across generations and years). Al-
though this approach is the most sensible due to the data that are avail-
able, the results should be interpreted cautiously because we are using
data from one point in time to examine a process that occurs over years
and generations. A preferable way to approach the issue would be to
use a cohort method, along the lines of the double cohort method, to
assess immigrants’ housing and neighborhood outcomes over time.12 In
that way, households could be grouped by the householder’s generation,
year of entry, age, and the householder’s parents’ year of entry. How-
ever, because the HVS did not begin asking respondents about their year
of entry until the 1999 panel and does not include any information on
parents’ year of entry, this is not possible. Therefore, we interpret the
effects of nativity/generational status with these caveats in mind.
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Appendix B

Appendix Table B.1
Means of Predictors Used in Pooled Models Predicting Housing and

Neighborhood Outcomes

Mean

Generation
First .3694
1.5 .1862
Second .1140
Third-plus .3304

Generation by Year of Arrival
First, arrived 1980 and later .1232
First, arrived before 1980 .2071
1.5, arrived 1980 and later .0366
1.5, arrived before 1980 .0774

Race/ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic .4429
Black, non-Hispanic .2378
Puerto Rican .1026
Dominican .0577
South/Central American .0504
Other Hispanic .0313
Asian .0772

Household characteristics
Age 48.4197
Couple headed .4079
Single-person headed .5921
Presence of children under eighteen .2355
Presence of other adults .3257
Education

Less than high school diploma .2256
High school diploma .2686
Some college or more .5058

Household income $47,654.1398
Receives public assistance .1679

Housing market sector
Owned .3188
Rental, not in public housing .5879
Public housing .0933

Borough
Manhattan .2315
Bronx .1521
Queens .2730
Brooklyn/Staten Island .3434

Percentage of recently arrived immigrants in subarea .1275
Percentage of blacks in subarea .2296
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Appendix Table B.2
Logistic Regression Coefficients of Models Predicting Homeownership

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) 0.1326* —

(0.0673)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 0.2969** —
(0.0877)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) –0.2822** —

(0.0651)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — 0.1831**
(0.0670)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 0.4518**
(0.0978)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.1927
(0.1643)

First generation and entered before 1980 — 0.2826**
(0.0839)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.7156**
(0.0787)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic –0.2081** –0.2231**

(0.0762) (0.0767)
Puerto Rican –0.8511** –1.0155**

(0.1026) (0.1042)
Dominican –1.1957** –1.2574**

(0.1746) (0.1772)
South and Central American –0.7695** –0.8539**

(0.1282) (0.1317)
Other Hispanic –0.7410** –0.7935**

(0.1653) (0.1690)
Asian –0.0524 0.0699

(0.0931) (0.0957)
Age 0.0486** 0.0428**

(0.0017) (0.0018)
Single-person-headed household –0.7494** –0.7695**

(0.0531) (0.0534)
Presence of

Children under eighteen 0.1957** 0.2315**
(0.0691) (0.0698)

Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 0.3547** 0.3729**
(0.0580) (0.0583)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school –0.7437** –0.7764**

(0.0739) (0.0750)
High school diploma –0.3002** –0.2993**

(0.0570) (0.0575)

Appendix B | 215

(continued)



Appendix Table B.2 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Total household income (logged) 0.3404** 0.3186**
(0.0259) (0.0255)

Receiving public assistance –1.3732** –1.3383**
(0.0960) (0.0961)

Percentage of
Recent immigrants (in subarea) –5.2610** –5.3265**

(0.3980) (0.4020)
Blacks (in subarea) 0.2244† 0.2311†

(0.1201) (0.1210)
Borough (ref. Manhattan)

Bronx 0.6816** 0.7240**
(0.0898) (0.0902)

Brooklyn/Staten Island 0.8592** 0.8838**
(0.0690) (0.0691)

Queens 1.4488** 1.4802**
(0.0742) (0.0745)

Intercept –6.0703** –5.5638**
(0.3326) (0.3292)

Model Chi-Square 3626.60** 3752.00**
df 22 24
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

Appendix Table B.3
Logistic Regression Coefficients of Models Predicting Household Crowding

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) 0.4939** —

(0.1406)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 0.7400** —
(0.1319)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) 0.9860** —

(0.1123)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — 0.4936**
(0.1406)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 0.7083**
(0.1556)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — 0.7946**
(0.1648)

First generation and entered before 1980 — 0.5917**
(0.1596)
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Appendix Table B.3 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — 1.0714**
(0.1143)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic 0.4131** 0.4376**

(0.1285) (0.1289)
Puerto Rican –0.1982 –0.1304

(0.1511) (0.1535)
Dominican 0.1606 0.1945

(0.1468) (0.1475)
South and Central American 0.4226** 0.4652**

(0.1489) (0.1499)
Other Hispanic 0.8989** 0.9204**

(0.1703) (0.1715)
Asian 0.4679** 0.4518**

(0.1305) (0.1310)
Housing tenure (ref. owner)

Renter not in public housing 1.0417** 1.0098**
(0.1065) (0.1068)

Renter in public housing 1.0029** 0.9578**
(0.1771) (0.1773)

Age –0.0408** –0.0362**
(0.0034) (0.0036)

Single-person-headed household –1.5088** –1.5038**
(0.0883) (0.0884)

Presence of
Children under eighteen 2.1318** 2.1276**

(0.1651) (0.1653)
Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 2.8277** 2.8318**

(0.1613) (0.1614)
Education (ref. ≥ college)

Less than high school 0.6366** 0.6363**
(0.0944) (0.0947)

High school diploma 0.3093** 0.3023**
(0.0887) (0.0888)

Total household income (logged) –0.0278 –0.0277
(0.0204) (0.0205)

Receiving public assistance 0.6514** 0.6598**
(0.0936) (0.0937)

Percentage of
Recent immigrants (in subarea) 1.7730** 1.7481**

(0.5438) (0.5458)
Blacks (in subarea) 0.1894 0.1819

(0.1755) (0.1757)
Borough (ref. Manhattan)

Bronx –0.2730* –0.3070*
(0.1220) (0.1227)

Brooklyn/Staten Island –0.4149** –0.4318**
(0.1090) (0.1093)

Queens –0.4211** –0.4336**
(0.1157) (0.1161)

Appendix B | 217

(continued)



Appendix Table B.3 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Intercept –3.5838** –3.7383**
(0.3508) (0.3545)

Model Chi-Square 2160.56** 2173.41**
df 24 26
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

Appendix Table B.4
Logistic Regression Coefficients of Models Predicting

Three or More Maintenance Deficiencies

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) 0.0709 —

(0.0982)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 0.0032 —
(0.1067)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) –0.0314 —

(0.0868)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — 0.0736
(0.0983)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 0.0576
(0.1242)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.0878
(0.1528)

First generation and entered before 1980 — –0.0526
(0.1194)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.0221
(0.0936)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic 0.6855** 0.6880**

(0.1009) (0.1010)
Puerto Rican 0.4930** 0.4845**

(0.1150) (0.1178)
Dominican 0.4910** 0.4979**

(0.1322) (0.1325)
South and Central American 0.3664* 0.3713*

(0.1519) (0.1522)
Other Hispanic 0.1494 0.1559

(0.1782) (0.1783)
Asian 0.2281 0.2285

(0.1439) (0.1441)
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Appendix Table B.4 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Housing tenure (ref. owner)
Renter not in public housing 1.4539** 1.4541**

(0.1083) (0.1085)
Renter in public housing 1.4103** 1.4087**

(0.1435) (0.1437)
Age –0.0072** –0.0074**

(0.0022) (0.0023)
Single-person-headed household 0.1590* 0.1590*

(0.0722) (0.0723)
Presence of

Children under eighteen 0.4506** 0.4489**
(0.0867) (0.0867)

Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 0.3752** 0.3728**
(0.0754) (0.0754)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school 0.2340** 0.2370**

(0.0824) (0.0825)
High school dipolma –0.0577 –0.0562

(0.0779) (0.0780)
Total household income (logged) 0.0043 0.0044

(0.0161) (0.0161)
Receiving public assistance 0.3912** 0.3915**

(0.0749) (0.0749)
Percentage of

Recent immigrants (in subarea) 2.3863** 2.3881**
(0.4889) (0.4889)

Blacks (in subarea) 0.6916** 0.6929**
(0.1393) (0.1393)

Borough (ref. Manhattan)
Bronx –0.1479 –0.1454

(0.0921) (0.0924)
Brooklyn/Staten Island –0.2992** –0.2985**

(0.0820) (0.0821)
Queens –0.8258** –0.8231**

(0.1024) (0.1026)
Intercept –3.7746** –3.7706**

(0.2642) (0.2659)
Model Chi-Square 1145.93** 1146.77**
df 24 26
N 11,072

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
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Appendix Table B.5
Results of Feasible Generalized Least Squares Models Predicting

Percentage White in New York City Subareas

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) –0.4606 —

(0.5227)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) –1.9463** —
(0.6352)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) –1.2229* —

(0.4875)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — –0.3752
(0.5244)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — –1.2712†
(0.7297)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –3.4625**
(0.9988)

First generation and entered before 1980 — –0.6183
(0.6420)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –1.6371**
(0.5479)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic –32.8157** –32.8115**

(0.4683) (0.4687)
Puerto Rican –23.8094** –24.1201**

(0.6701) (0.6818)
Dominican –28.4235** –28.3795**

(0.8628) (0.8648)
South and Central American –17.8687** –17.9034**

(0.8706) (0.8729)
Other Hispanic –17.3276** –17.2695**

(1.0705) (1.0721)
Asian –6.9225** –6.7733**

(0.7045) (0.7079)
Housing tenure (ref. owner)

Renter not in public housing –0.3615 –0.2613
(0.4183) (0.4209)

Renter in public housing 3.3158** 3.3844**
(0.8292) (0.8298)

Age –0.0382** –0.0475**
(0.0123) (0.0130)

Single-person headed household –0.8244* –0.8284*
(0.3987) (0.3990)

Presence of
Children under eighteen –2.6395** –2.6274**

(0.5118) (0.5126)
Others in the household beyond the nuclear family –2.7714** –2.7876**

(0.4249) (0.4252)
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Appendix Table B.5 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school –5.0889** –5.0825**

(0.4993) (0.4999)
High school diploma –3.8930** –3.8728**

(0.4223) (0.4228)
Total household income (logged) 0.6544** 0.6487**

(0.0946) (0.0947)
Receiving public assistance –3.7183** –3.7296**

(0.5131) (0.5132)
Intercept 50.4592** 50.9222**

(1.3926) (1.4087)
Adjusted R-squared 0.4333 0.4338
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

Appendix Table B.6
Results of Feasible Generalized Least Squares Models Predicting

Crime Rate in New York City Subareas

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) –0.0258 —

(0.0730)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 0.0934 —
(0.0853)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) 0.1032 —

(0.0659)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — –0.0322
(0.0732)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 0.0565
(0.0991)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — 0.1652
(0.1290)

First generation and entered before 1980 — 0.0572
(0.0883)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — 0.1292†
(0.0728)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic 3.6751** 3.6759**

(0.0636) (0.0636)
Puerto Rican 2.2529** 2.2728**

(0.0910) (0.0929)
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Appendix Table B.6 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Dominican 2.1688** 2.1679**
(0.1187) (0.1191)

South and Central American 1.2804** 1.2819**
(0.1096) (0.1099)

Other Hispanic 1.4249** 1.4217**
(0.1421) (0.1425)

Asian 0.3918** 0.3859**
(0.0977) (0.0979)

Housing tenure (ref. owner)
Renter not in public housing 0.1996** 0.1944**

(0.0566) (0.0569)
Renter in public housing 0.2654* 0.2626*

(0.1258) (0.1259)
Age –0.0014 –0.0008

(0.0017) (0.0018)
Single-person-headed household 0.2796** 0.2816**

(0.0543) (0.0543)
Presence of

Children under eighteen 0.1596* 0.1571*
(0.0703) (0.0704)

Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 0.2135** 0.2132**
(0.0586) (0.0586)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school 0.5192** 0.5169**

(0.0677) (0.0679)
High school diploma 0.2561** 0.2532**

(0.0578) (0.0578)
Total household income (logged) –0.0516** –0.0511**

(0.0137) (0.0137)
Receiving public assistance 0.5160** 0.5159**

(0.0706) (0.0705)
Intercept 6.1922** 6.1606**

(0.1987) (0.2010)
Adjusted R-squared 0.2616 0.2616
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
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Appendix Table B.7
Results of Feasible Generalized Least Squares Models Predicting

Teenage Fertility Rate in New York City Subareas

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) –0.0659† —

(0.0350)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when < 18) –0.0437 —
(0.0443)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) –0.0827* —

(0.0334)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — –0.0648†
(0.0352)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — –0.0526
(0.0510)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.0257
(0.0708)

First generation and entered before 1980 — –0.0558
(0.0455)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.0978**
(0.0373)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic 1.6903** 1.6896**

(0.0325) (0.0325)
Puerto Rican 1.4013** 1.3981**

(0.0484) (0.0493)
Dominican 1.7171** 1.7138**

(0.0643) (0.0644)
South and Central American 0.7245** 0.7226**

(0.0598) (0.0599)
Other Hispanic 0.7621** 0.7593**

(0.0750) (0.0752)
Asian 0.1268* 0.1298*

(0.0513) (0.0515)
Housing tenure (ref. owner)

Renter not in public housing 0.1856** 0.1882**
(0.0282) (0.0283)

Renter in public housing 0.2198** 0.2229**
(0.0657) (0.0658)

Age –0.0001 –0.0002
(0.0008) (0.0009)

Single-person-headed household 0.1536** 0.1534**
(0.0275) (0.0275)

Presence of
Children under eighteen 0.0354 0.0366

(0.0352) (0.0353)
Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 0.0307 0.0311

(0.0295) (0.0295)

Appendix B | 223

(continued)



Appendix Table B.7 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school 0.3433** 0.3409**

(0.0364) (0.0365)
High school diploma 0.1472** 0.1471**

(0.0300) (0.0301)
Total household income (logged) –0.0351** –0.0353**

(0.0069) (0.0069)
Receiving public assistance 0.3015** 0.3010**

(0.0381) (0.0382)
Intercept 3.0773** 3.0853**

(0.0992) (0.1004)
Adjusted R-squared 0.3525 0.3526
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

Appendix Table B.8
Results of Feasible Generalized Least Squares Models Predicting

Percentage Receiving Public Assistance in New York City Subareas

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) –0.0585 —

(0.1135)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 0.1169 —
(0.1440)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) –0.1455 —

(0.1077)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — –0.0599
(0.1141)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 0.2124
(0.1650)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.0985
(0.2306)

First generation and entered before 1980 — –0.2601†
(0.1467)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.0874
(0.1192)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic 4.5895** 4.6073**

(0.1100) (0.1103)
Puerto Rican 3.7846** 3.7973**

(0.1607) (0.1636)
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Appendix Table B.8 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Dominican 4.7605** 4.7910**
(0.2052) (0.2062)

South and Central American 1.1455** 1.1731**
(0.1971) (0.1981)

Other Hispanic 1.8383** 1.8614**
(0.2427) (0.2432)

Asian –0.1343 –0.1330
(0.1523) (0.1528)

Housing tenure (ref. owner)
Renter not in public housing 0.5845** 0.5748**

(0.0896) (0.0903)
Renter in public housing 0.9339** 0.9143**

(0.2222) (0.2223)
Age 0.0027 0.0029

(0.0028) (0.0029)
Single-person-headed household 0.2418** 0.2451**

(0.0882) (0.0884)
Presence of

Children under eighteen 0.4689** 0.4637**
(0.1143) (0.1146)

Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 0.3281** 0.3237**
(0.0955) (0.0957)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school 1.1344** 1.1531**

(0.1140) (0.1144)
High school diploma 0.6075** 0.6133**

(0.0938) (0.0940)
Total household income (logged) –0.1803** –0.1802**

(0.0225) (0.0226)
Receiving public assistance 1.1687** 1.1693**

(0.1217) (0.1221)
Intercept 5.1005** 5.0856**

(0.3214) (0.3252)
Adjusted R-squared 0.3740 0.3741
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
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Appendix Table B.9
Results of Feasible Generalized Least Squares Models Predicting Percentage

Performing Below Grade in Math in New York City Subareas

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) –0.8458** —

(0.2726)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) –0.7785* —
(0.3246)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) –1.1142** —

(0.2488)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — –0.8578**
(0.2736)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — –0.8396*
(0.3739)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.6392
(0.5035)

First generation and entered before 1980 — –1.2276**
(0.3295)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –1.0381**
(0.2805)

Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)
Black, non-Hispanic 15.0155** 15.0187**

(0.2354) (0.2360)
Puerto Rican 12.5399** 12.5878**

(0.3445) (0.3510)
Dominican 15.4263** 15.4236**

(0.4599) (0.4610)
South and Central American 8.5929** 8.5960**

(0.4436) (0.4448)
Other Hispanic 9.1298** 9.1318**

(0.5582) (0.5595)
Asian 1.7864** 1.7690**

(0.3860) (0.3873)
Housing tenure (ref. owner)

Renter not in public housing 0.7767** 0.7613**
(0.2166) (0.2183)

Renter in public housing –0.3767 –0.3922
(0.4346) (0.4350)

Age 0.0116† 0.0130†
(0.0065) (0.0069)

Single-person-headed household 1.0662** 1.0661**
(0.2076) (0.2078)

Presence of
Children under eighteen 0.8722** 0.8699**

(0.2673) (0.2678)
Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 0.9916** 0.9919**

(0.2224) (0.2227)
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Appendix Table B.9 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school 2.6520** 2.6565**

(0.2565) (0.2572)
High school diploma 1.6586** 1.6584**

(0.2189) (0.2192)
Total household income (logged) –0.3176** –0.3170**

(0.0519) (0.0519)
Receiving public assistance 1.9085** 1.9172**

(0.2659) (0.2661)
Intercept 41.1998** 41.1350**

(0.7529) (0.7611)
Adjusted R-squared 0.4062 0.4063
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10

Appendix Table B.10
Results of Feasible Generalized Least Squares Models Predicting Percentage of

One- and Two-Family Homes in New York City Subareas

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Foreign-born by generational status
Second generation (householder nb;

at least one parent fb) 2.2540** —
(0.4521)

1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 2.1878** —

(0.5293)
First generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when > 18) 1.5922** —
(0.4099)

Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry
Second generation — 2.0871**

(0.4529)
1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 1.4401*

(0.6094)
1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — 3.7126**

(0.8084)
First generation and entered before 1980 — 0.2375

(0.5392)
First generation and entered in or after 1980 — 2.3891**

(0.4538)
Race/ethnicity (ref. white, non-Hispanic)

Black, non-Hispanic –2.6905** –2.6678**
(0.3953) (0.3954)

Puerto Rican –5.8108** –5.3290**
(0.5267) (0.5379)
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Appendix Table B.10 (continued)
Generation Generation by

Specific Year of Entry
Variables (1) (2)

Dominican –10.4752** –10.4851**
(0.7248) (0.7256)

South and Central American –2.0559** –1.9946**
(0.6721) (0.6732)

Other Hispanic –4.4178** –4.4415**
(0.8630) (0.8647)

Asian 0.9736 0.7344
(0.6124) (0.6123)

Housing tenure (ref. owner)
Renter not in public housing –5.7047** –5.8773**

(0.3622) (0.3641)
Renter in public housing –7.5252** –7.6641**

(0.6748) (0.6752)
Age 0.0284** 0.0446**

(0.0105) (0.0111)
Single-person-headed household –3.4334** –3.3847**

(0.3350) (0.3348)
Presence of

Children under eighteen 2.1045** 2.0759**
(0.4272) (0.4268)

Others in the household beyond the nuclear family 1.7397** 1.7252**
(0.3587) (0.3584)

Education (ref. ≥ college)
Less than high school 0.7031† 0.7078†

(0.4100) (0.4100)
High school diploma 2.5981** 2.5563**

(0.3574) (0.3569)
Total household income (logged) –0.0372 –0.0202

(0.0804) (0.0804)
Receiving public assistance –1.4472** –1.4434**

(0.4066) (0.4065)
Intercept 31.9892** 31.1693**

(1.1838) (1.1962)
Adjusted R-squared 0.1702 0.1718
N 12,045

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10
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Appendix C

Appendix Table C.1
Means of Independent Variables Used in Models Predicting Housing and

Neighborhood Outcomes, by Race/Ethnicity

Whites Blacks Hispanics

Generation
First .2106 .2580 .4770
1.5 .0562 .0755 .2529
Second .2552 .0632 .2169
Third-plus .4780 .6032 .0532

Generation by Year of Arrival
First, arrived 1980 and later .0785 .1598 .2653
First, arrived before 1980 .1321 .0982 .2118
1.5, arrived 1980 and later .0097 .0340 .0787
1.5, arrived before 1980 .0785 .0416 .1742

Household characteristics
Age 51.5639 48.0469 44.6438
Single-person headed .5644 .6947 .6183
Presence of children

under eighteen .1688 .2609 .3139
Presence of other adults .2481 .3707 .4046
Education

Less than high school diploma .1228 .2351 .4173
High school diploma .2639 .3073 .2555
Some college or more .6133 .4577 .3273

Household income $62,041.9121 $36,331.7526 $30,726.5738
Receives public assistance .0749 .2266 .3106

Black race .1832
Housing-market sector

Owned .4286 .2907 .1354
Rental, not in public housing .5620 .5722 .7575
Public housing .0094 .1371 .1071

Borough
Manhattan .2937 .1421 .2145
Bronx .0613 .2158 .2937
Queens .2725 .2137 .2431
Brooklyn/Staten Island .3725 .4284 .2487

Percentage of recently arrived
immigrants in subarea .1111 .1272 .1500

Percentage of blacks in subarea .1076 .4944 .2276

Source: 1999 HVS, authors’ calculations.
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Appendix Table C.11
Logistic Regression Coefficients of Homeownership Models among Blacks,

1997, 1999, 2001 Current Population Surveys for New York
Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area (Weighted)

Non-Hispanic Black

Generation Generation by
Specific Year of Entry

Variables (1) (2)

Nativity (ref. native-born)
Foreign-born by generational status

Second generation (householder nb;
at least one parent fb) 0.5886† —

(0.3473)
1.5 generation (householder fb and parents fb,

and householder immigrated when ≤ 18) 0.7470** —
(0.2812)

First generation (householder fb and parents fb,
and householder immigrated when > 18) 0.0310 —

(0.1699)
Foreign-born by generational status and year of entry

Second generation — 0.5860†
(0.3454)

1.5 generation and entered before 1980 — 1.2095**
(0.3169)

1.5 generation and entered in or after 1980 — –1.0999
(0.7899)

First generation and entered before 1980 — 0.3518
(0.2362)

First generation and entered in or after 1980 — –0.2147
(0.2126)

Black (ref. nonblack) — —
Age 0.0574** 0.0534**

(0.0058) (0.0059)
Couple-headed household 0.9835** 1.0273**

(0.1619) (0.1638)
Presence of children under eighteen 0.5057** 0.5030**

(0.1606) (0.1620)
Presence of others beyond the nuclear family 0.4597** 0.4483**

(0.1564) (0.1576)
Education (ref. ≥ college)

Less than high school –0.8810** –0.8536**
(0.2219) (0.2225)

High school diploma –0.1826 –0.1448
(0.1651) (0.1666)

Total household income (logged) 0.8192** 0.7902**
(0.1047) (0.1052)

Receiving public assistance –1.3468** –1.3521**
(0.4953) (0.4938)

Residential location (1 = suburbs; 0 = central cities) 0.9508** 0.9478**
(0.1561) (0.1572)

Intercept –13.0824** –12.6005**
(1.2161) (1.2221)

Model Chi-square 500.491** 515.618**
df 12 14
N 1,509

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10; shaded cells indicate significance relative to second-generation
householders.
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level of segregation remains in the moderate range and about 30 points lower
than the 1990 level.

75. Binder and Reimers 1995; Fitzpatrick 1971; Rodriguez 1989; Sanchez-
Korrol 1983.

76. Binder and Reimers 1995; Rodriguez 1989; Sanchez-Korrol 1983.
77. Chin 1995; Wang 2001; Yu 1995.
78. Kwong 1987; Wang 2001; Zhou 1991.
79. Kwong 1987; Zhou 1991.
80. Reimers 1998.
81. The earlier quota-based laws used different censuses and different base

populations, but each system had the effect of severely curtailing immigration
from the nations of Southern and Eastern Europe in favor of immigration from
Western and Northern Europe (Reimers 1998).

82. Binder and Reimers 1995.
83. Hammack 1987.
84. Logan 1997.
85. Logan 1997.
86. Gurock 1995.
87. Rischin 1962.
88. Laidlaw 1932.
89. Kantrowitz 1995.
90. Kessner 1977.
91. Hammack 1987.
92. Orsi 1985.
93. Orsi 1985: 35–36.
94. Logan 1997.
95. Joseph 1914.
96. Joseph 1914.
97. Rischin 1962.
98. Lubove 1974.
99. Howe 1976.
100. Kessner 1977: 132.
101. Pritchett 2002.

Notes to Chapter 2 | 261



102. Moore 1992; Pritchett 2002.
103. Howe 1976; Moore 1992.
104. Moore 1992.
105. Logan 1997.
106. Gurock 1995; Moore 1992.
107. J. Schwartz 1995a.
108. J. Schwartz 1995a.
109. Rischin 1962.
110. Rischin 1962; J. Schwartz 1995b.
111. Connelly 1977; L. Harris 2003.
112. L. Harris 2003.
113. Osofsky 1971: 92.
114. Osofsky 1971: 93.
115. Osofsky 1971.
116. Osofsky 1971: 129.
117. Massey and Denton 1993.
118. Osofsky 1971.
119. Laidlaw 1932.
120. Indeed, Kenneth Jackson (1985) notes that more residential develop-

ment occurred during the 1920s in city neighborhoods accessible only by car
than in those accessible by public transportation. In particular he uses as an
example the neighborhood of Flatlands in eastern Brooklyn, which even today
lacks a subway connection.

121. Plunz 1990.
122. Rosenwaike 1972.
123. Osofsky 1971: 135.
124. Osofsky 1971: 140.
125. Osofsky 1971: 130.
126. Sanchez-Korrol 1983.
127. Rosenwaike 1972.
128. Rosenwaike 1972.
129. Denton and Massey 1989; Logan 1997; Massey and Bitterman 1985;

Rosenbaum 1996b; Rosenberg and Lake 1976. More-direct evidence of discrim-
ination against Puerto Ricans exists: 9 percent of the 791 housing discrimina-
tion complaints filed between April 1958 and December 1960 were initiated by
Puerto Ricans (Benjamin 1974).

130. Logan 1997.
131. Massey and Denton 1993.
132. Connelly 1977; Wilder 2000.
133. Massey and Denton 1993.
134. Kasinitz 1992.
135. Because legislative changes allowed Chinese women to join their hus-

262 | Notes to Chapter 2



bands in the United States, for the first time women made up a significant pro-
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palities could use eminent domain for the purpose of constructing public hous-
ing. The joint effects of these rulings made local implementation of eminent do-
main the only feasible way to proceed with the public housing program and
ultimately settled the controversy that had held up the transfer of the $25 mil-
lion promised to New York City (K. Jackson 1985; Kessner 1989).

168. Genevro 1986; Marcuse 1986; Wasserman 1994.
169. Greenberg 1991; Marcuse 1986.
170. Marcuse 1986: 369.
171. Marcuse 1986.
172. Plunz 1990.

264 | Notes to Chapter 2



173. K. Jackson 1985: 224.
174. The 1937 act also stipulated that no single state should receive more
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in privately owned, unsubsidized housing. This was the nation’s first fair-hous-
ing law (Schill 1996).

186. Binder and Reimers 1985. Municipal government became almost an
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tunities to those with less education or few skills. The level of skills and educa-
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community ineligible for employment and its consequent opportunities for up-
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ownership. Utilizing these controls is necessary because, in general, housing and
neighborhood conditions tend to be better for owned than for rental units. In
addition, given the history of public-housing site location, it is also likely that
the housing and especially the neighborhood conditions associated with public-
housing units may differ from those of owned units as well as those in the rest
of the rental sector.

The second exception to the general approach involves the use of contextual
variables in the models predicting housing characteristics. Two sets of contex-
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The second model we estimate for all outcomes differs from the first in the
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gauge their year of entry, we used this latter variable. Because the majority of
island-born Puerto Ricans who migrated to the United States historically came
to New York City, this question is a fairly good measure of their time on the
mainland. The main limitation of this measure is that it cannot account for cir-
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erations. These interactions provide an additional view to the spatial assimila-
tion process—namely, that pertaining to the passage of time versus passage of
generation.

3. Blau and Duncan 1967.
4. Logan and Alba 1993.
5. The definition and construction of all variables are described in detail in

appendix A, which also contains an in-depth description of the statistical tech-
niques we utilized in our multivariate models.

6. Controlling for age not only satisfies the theoretical needs of the two
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models but also accounts for the likelihood that the four generational groups
have different age distributions.

7. As discussed in note 2, we include these subarea characteristics only in the
models predicting housing conditions.

8. Alba, Logan, Stults, Marzan, and Zhang 1999; Massey 1985; Massey and
Denton 1987, 1988; but see Fong and Shibuya 2000 and Friedman and Rosen-
baum 2004, 2006 on the current limitations of the view.
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means for all variables (apart from generation) are used; thus, the only values
allowed to vary are those for each generational group. The variable means are
presented in appendix B, table B.1, and the coefficients are shown in appendix
B, tables B.2–B.10.

11. Clark 2003.
12. Vickerman 1999, 2001b.
13. Zhou 2001.
14. The length of waiting lists for public housing and other forms of hous-

ing assistance, such as housing certificates/vouchers, means that immigrants are
less likely than the native-born to utilize any kind of housing subsidies (Fried-
man, Schill, and Rosenbaum 1999).

15. As was the case in table 4.3, each predicted value is calculated using the
means on all the variables in the model, apart from the variable under evalua-
tion. The exception to this statement is household income, which is entered as a
continuous variable (logged) in the model. As a result, the predicted value for
each outcome is computed for three values of household income: $25,000,
$50,000, and $100,000. The predicted values in this and subsequent tables in
this chapter utilize the model containing the interaction between generation and
time since arrival.

16. As described in note2, home ownership is used as a predictor of all
neighborhood conditions and in the crowding and maintenance-deficiencies
models.

17. As indicated in note 2, in the models predicting the three housing condi-
tions we include two contextual indicators, the percentage of blacks and the
percentage of recent immigrants in the subarea. No contextual indicators are
used in the models predicting subarea conditions due to the detrimental effects
of the resulting correlations.

18. Lobo and Salvo 1999; Scott 2001.
19. The Hispanic-specific model is identical to the pooled model except for

the use of a dichotomous variable for race, as well as three dichotomies differ-
entiating Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and other Hispanics from Central/South
Americans (who constitute the reference category for national origin).

20. All households in table 4.7, regardless of race, also have the following
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characteristics: householder aged forty-five, headship by a couple, no children
under eighteen present, no other adults present, and Central/South American
origin.

21. Logan and Alba 1993.
22. As indicated in note 10, the group-specific models are identical to the

pooled models, with the exceptions noted for the Hispanic-specific models. The
group-specific models form the basis of our analyses in chapter 5, and their full
results are shown in appendix C, tables C.2–C.10.
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tance, education, and market sector in the group-specific regression models were
evaluated at their reference categories when calculating the predicted values.
The only exception here is age, which was set at forty-five for each group. Al-
though differing coefficients for age will contribute to the differences in pre-
dicted values shown in table 4.8, the contribution of age is not great enough to
affect the substance of our interpretations.

29. For evidence of the same racial hierarchy in Los Angeles, see Zubrinsky
and Bobo 1997.
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2. As discussed in chapter 4 and appendix A, we include the subarea per-

centage of recent immigrants in the models predicting housing outcomes only.
3. As indicated in chapter 4, to calculate these predictions, all households

are assumed to be aged forty-five, and headed by a couple, with no children
under eighteen or other adults present. “Affluent” households are defined as
those who own their homes, do not receive public assistance, earn $100,000,
and have at least some college. “Average” households live in rental housing,
do not receive public assistance, earn $33,000, and have a high school diplo-
ma. “Poor” households live in public housing, receive public assistance, earn
$6,720, and have less than a high school diploma. For Hispanics, the omitted
categories for race (nonblack) and national origin (Central/South American) are
used in the predictions.

4. In contrast, all affluent Hispanic households live in neighborhoods with
slightly less-widespread welfare use than do all poor white households in the
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same generation, and affluent third-plus-generation Hispanics live in neighbor-
hoods with more one- and two-family homes than do comparable white house-
holds, largely because of the perverse negative effect of socioeconomic status on
this outcome for whites.

5. Bonnett 1981: 352. A “box hand” refers to the amount of money a mem-
ber of a rotating or credit association can withdraw from the general fund.

6. Massey and Lundy 2001.
7. Waters 1999.
8. Vickerman 1999.
9. Waters 1999, 2001.
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