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THE SOURCE: “Immigration and Language Diversity in the United 

States” by Rubén G. Rumbaut and Douglas S. Massey, in Dædalus, 

Summer 2013.

FOR THE  EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS  WHO 
flooded into Ellis Island in the late 19th 
century, the language of the old country 
was in many cases their only one. As 
they started new lives and formed new  

communities in various parts of the United 
States, German, Italian, Yiddish, and 
Polish words began to be heard in almost 
every corner of the country. Many of the 
newcomers didn’t see the use of learning 
English. “There are districts in this city, 
and in the other great cities,” commented 
the New York Times editorial board in 
1891, “in which a foreigner of almost any 
nationality can live without being sub-
jected to much inconvenience through 
his ignorance of any language but his 
own.” In 1897, Congress decided that  

An 1895 map reveals the profusion of foreign languages spoken in one Chicago neighborhood, but it 
wasn’t long before English prevailed.



 
IN

 E
S

S
E

N
C

E
  S

O
C

IE
T

Y

THE WILSON QUARTERLY  AUTUMN 2013

arriving immigrants could take the 
requisite literacy test in any language 
they liked. By 1910, more than one in 
10 Americans claimed a native tongue 
other than English. All signs pointed to 
a burgeoning polyglot nation. 

Then came World War I. Immigra-
tion screeched to a halt, and non-English 
languages suddenly were much less com-
monly heard. Descendants of the first-
generation immigrants were quick to 
abandon the mother tongue. By 1970, less 
than five percent of Americans had been 
born abroad (a sharp fall from nearly 15 
percent in 1910), and native speakers of 
foreign languages were so scarce that the 
Census Bureau had stopped asking which 
language people spoke at home. It was the 
Tower of Babel story in reverse, a cacoph-
ony of dialects reduced to just English. 

And it’s happening again today, claim 
sociologists Rubén G. Rumbaut of the 
University of California, Irvine, and 
Douglas S. Massey of Princeton, writing 
in Dædalus. On the surface, linguistic di-
versity appears to be thriving, especially 
compared to the historic, anomalous lows 
it saw a few decades ago. Spanish and 
(to a lesser extent) Asian languages are 
particularly ubiquitous—but they won’t 
be for long. “The mother tongues of to-
day’s immigrants will persist somewhat 
into the second generation,” the scholars 

predict, “but then fade to a vestige in the 
third generation and expire by the fourth,” 
much like those of earlier immigrants.

That forecast might seem absurd.  
After all, the number of Americans who 
didn’t speak English at home climbed 
from 23 million in 1980 (11 percent of 
the population) to 60 million in 2010 
(more than 20 percent). While many in 
this group also spoke some English, the 
adherence of so many people to their 
native tongues is nevertheless impres-
sive. The number of Spanish speakers 
in the United States has risen from 11 
million to 37 million in the last 30 years; 
no other non-English language has ever 
been as prevalent as Spanish is now.

Rumbaut and Massey say that 
these facts hide a vital point: Today’s  
non-English speakers are mostly  
first-generation immigrants. Fully  
half of the Spanish-speaking people 
counted in 2010 were born abroad, as 

Only a third of second- 
generation Americans 
could speak a non-English 
language as adults, even  
if they spoke one well  
as children.
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were more than three-quarters of those 
who spoke Chinese, Hindi, Tagalog, Viet-
namese, and Korean. A single generation 
is hardly enough time for use of a language 
to dwindle.

To get a better sense of what’s to come, 
the sociologists aggregated data from 
largely non–English-speaking communi-
ties in San Diego and Los Angeles. They 
found that history is repeating itself: “Al-
though 84 percent of the [second] genera-
tion spoke a non-English language while 
growing up, only 36 percent said they spoke 
it well at the time of the survey.” Nearly 
three-quarters of the second generation 
preferred speaking English at home. 

The decay of native-language ability 
accelerated after that point. In the third 
generation (those whose grandparents 
were foreign born), only 12 percent 
could speak the native language well. 
Among those in the fourth generation, 
only two percent could—and English 
was preferred at home for 99 percent. 

Immigrants from Latin America have 
been the driving force behind the wide 
use of Spanish in the United States, so 
preserving the prevalence of the lan-
guage would require a renewed stream 
of Spanish speakers into the country. 
But that seems unlikely. Demand for 
migrant workers is nil, and a study con-
ducted last year by the Pew Research 
Hispanic Center suggested that net 
migration over the U.S.-Mexico border 
had dropped to zero, or maybe even 
switched directions.

As foreign communities assimilate 
into American culture, their language 
loss will only accelerate. According to 
Census data, those who have finished 
college are 20 to 40 percent more likely 
to be strong English speakers than those 
who haven’t. 

Of course, acquiring English profi-
ciency doesn’t take generations and more 
education. The younger an immigrant is 
when arriving in America, the more likely 
she is to become fluent. Even among 
those who are 13 to 34 years old when 
they arrive, Census data shows, a third 
quickly become proficient, and 44 percent  
speak good English within a few decades.

Without some intervention, bilingual-
ism doesn’t stand of chance a surviving, 
and that’s worrisome. Foreign languages 
are not the threat to American identity 

Foreign languages are 

not the threat to national 

identity that some would 

have us believe.
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that some would have us believe, the 
authors argue. Bilingualism is a precious 
advantage in our increasingly globalized 
economy. Perhaps we should begin safe-
guarding linguistic diversity, treating it 
as the miraculous—and beneficial, if 
endangered—creature it is. n

DANGEROUS RIDES
THE SOURCE: “Fuel Economy and Safety: The Influences of Vehicle  

Class and Driver Behavior” by Mark R. Jacobsen, in Applied  

Economics, July 2013.

AFTER THE 1973–74 OIL EMBARGO BY ARAB 
states, the U.S. government enacted Cor-
porate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) 
standards, which, along with gasoline 
taxes, were designed to curb Americans’ 
gas consumption. Since then, the stan-
dards have changed—1979 model cars 
were required to reach a fleet average 
of at least 17.2 miles per gallon, while 
2016 models will have to achieve over 
35 mpg—and so has the rationale. No 
longer chiefly worried about fuel short-
ages and oil imports, regulators push for 
eco-friendly cars in order to reduce pol-
lution and fight global warming.

But there is a downside to smaller, 
more efficient fleets of cars: a higher risk 
of deadly traffic accidents. According to 
Mark R. Jacobsen, an economist at the 
University of California, San Diego, 

“Each one mpg increase in CAFE stan-
dards causes an additional 149 fatalities 
per year.” In other words, the increase in 
fuel-efficiency requirements that began 
in 1978 will translate into 2,533 more 
deaths on the road in 2016. To put this 
toll in cold, hard, economic terms, these 
traffic fatalities cost society 33 cents—
in lost productivity, medical expenses, 
and more—for every gallon of gasoline 
saved. The environmental costs of car-
bon emissions and the health effects of 
air pollution, meanwhile, come to 38 
cents per gallon used.

“Larger and heavier vehicle classes are 
the safest to be inside during an acci-
dent but also impose much greater risk 
on others in the fleet,” Jacobsen explains 
in Applied Economics. The fact that 
CAFE regulations mandate tougher 
mileage standards for passenger cars 
than for light trucks has changed the 
mix of vehicles on the road as passenger 
cars have become smaller and lighter, 

Each one mpg increase  

in CAFE standards causes 

an additional 149 fatalities 

per year.




