
 

 

 

Cultural Transitions: 
The Experiences of Incorporation of  

Immigrant Professionals in Providence, RI 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Julia Schuster 
 

Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment 

for the degree of BACHELOR OF ARTS in 

DEVELOPMENT STUDIES 

 

Professor Cornel Ban 

Professor José Itzigsohn 

 

Senior Thesis 

Development Studies 

Brown University 
 

15 April 2011 
  



  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________ 

Julia Schuster 

 

_____________________________ 

Cornel Ban 

 

_____________________________ 

José Itzigsohn 
 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Julia Schuster, 2011 

  



ABSTRACT 
 

 The goal of this thesis is to examine the differences in the incorporation process that can 

be attributed to class. The main question being asked is: how do professional class immigrants 

experience incorporation into American society differently than working class immigrants?

 Semi-structured interviews are used as the main source of data in this analysis. 

Immigrants in the professional class in Providence are interviewed regarding their transition 

from their country of origin, in a South or Central American country, to the United States.  

 The findings from this research include several effects of class. First, the narrative of 

incorporation is impacted by class as the professionals have the social capital allowing them to 

reshape their status as minorities. Instead of being a target of discrimination, the professional 

class immigrants frame their differences from the mainstream as a form of cultural wealth and 

manner for greater contribution to American society. Secondly, the professional class discourse 

is at once in solidarity with working class and illegal immigrants, and yet also draws distinctions 

between the working and professional classes due to expectations of life in the United States and 

the costs of striving for opportunities.  

This analysis shows that the professional class incorporates into the United States 

differently than the working class. Although many challenges are eased through greater cultural 

capital, this group of immigrants faces nuanced obstacles in the professional realm. The 

implications of this study include the impetus for further investigation of incorporation processes 

for immigrant populations less frequently studied. As the encounters with the mainstream shape 

the self-identities and ultimately the social connections of individuals, the study of professionals 

gives greater perspective into forces of cultural change within the United States. Although 

professionals contribute to the composition of the country in many advanced fields, further 

research is still needed to understand the manner in which they succeed and find a place for 

themselves in the United States. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction to Skilled Immigrant Incorporation  

Thirty years ago, Matilde, then a teenager in Chile, argued with her parents about leaving 

the country. Although she had lived just outside Santiago for her entire life, she had never felt 

completely tied to Chilean society, and always dreamed of traveling the world. After stating her 

case to her parents, her father said to her “el corazón tiene razones que la razón no entiende” 

(the heart has reasons that reason does not understand) and they let her go. Matilde‟s family was 

stable and well-provided for in Chile; she received her undergraduate degree there and later her 

graduate degree in the United States.  

Matilde‟s case does not fit neatly into the immigration stories that can be explained 

through the literature addressing the working class. She is currently a professor at an American 

university, stays in touch with her family in Chile and visits them each year. She has settled 

down with a family in Providence, Rhode Island. Many immigrants come to the United States 

with formal education and financially stable family backgrounds. In what ways are the biases 

and openings in American society the same or different for this professional group as compared 

to working class immigrants?   

Previous literature helps answer this question by focusing on the process of incorporation 

of immigrants. Much of the literature on migration looks at illegal or working-class migrants 

from developing countries to the developed world. Existing theory and studies on immigrant 

assimilation into the United States can offer useful frameworks for my analysis, but this thesis 

examines the extent to which the theories can be applied across class lines to the skilled 
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professional class.  In particular, a recent study by Itzigsohn serves as a tool in assessing the 

impact of class. His research in Providence, RI investigated the incorporation of first and second 

generation Dominican immigrants of the working class. According to Itzigsohn, working class 

immigrants face challenges in the United States impacted by racialized and class stratified 

structures, which frequently manifest themselves as difficulty in finding employment, health 

coverage, or supportive education environments. This thesis contrasts the experience of the 

working class immigrants, of Itzigsohn‟s study, to that of professional class immigrants.  

 Although previous literature has greatly contributed to understanding the importance of 

governments, politics, and individual identities, less attention has been given to a significant 

stream of skilled immigrants, neither lower class nor upper class, throughout the developed and 

developing world. 1 The research of this thesis addresses a gap in the literature by investigating 

the situation of professional middle class immigrants in the United States from Latin America. 

The participants in this study are defined as middle class professionals who are currently 

employed in a profession based on higher education. This research examines the effect of class 

differences in the process of incorporation through analyzing the ability of immigrant 

professionals to navigate competing identities once residing in the United States.  

As Matilde‟s story shows, her transition from a stable background in Chile to a 

comfortable life in the United States does not give a clear-cut reason for her migration. While 

much of the existing literature on immigration to the United States focuses on people migrating 

in search of the fulfillment of basic economic needs, skilled professionals have economic and 

social resources in their countries of origin. For Matilde, her class status differentiates her from 

                                                 
1
 Another body of theory examines the elite and highly mobile populations of migrants throughout the world 

(Batalova, 2006; Beaverstock, 2002; Castells, 200; Cesdo, 2008; Florida, 2002; Scott, 2006; Xiang, 2001; Yeoh, 

2005). While acknowledging the contributions of the literature on the elite, the scope of comparison of this thesis is 

limited to the working class. 
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investigations in previous literature. Her situation begs the inquiry as to what impact class 

difference has on her cultural adaptation and transition into the United States. 

The questions this paper answers are: How do skilled professional class immigrants 

experience incorporation into American society differently than working class immigrants? In 

what ways do immigrants arriving in the United States in different social and economic classes 

explain their incorporation into American society differently? Are the obstacles or resources 

similar or different for the professional class from those migrating from the working class? 

 

Literature Review 

What are the ways in which immigrants become a part of a new society? Three strands of 

literature assess the process through which immigrants adjust to and become a part of American 

society: classical assimilation, segmented assimilation, and stratified ethnoracial incorporation. 

In addition to the assimilation theories, transnationalism literature also helps answer the 

questions about the role of community ties and globalization in the incorporation process of 

immigrants into the United States.  

The classical assimilation theory asserts that migrants‟ linguistic and cultural changes can 

ultimately lead to full assimilation into the American mainstream. This theory lacks the space for 

culturally supportive ethnic groups shaping the assimilation process, which is accounted for in 

the segmented assimilation theory. This second theory argues that immigrants have the ability to 

maintain features of their native culture which can support them in the incorporation process. 

Both strands converge in the most recent studies of immigration, proving that multi-generational 

developments can accompany individual agency in the assimilation process. The most 

pronounced gap of these two strands is the role of the American class and race stratification in 
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the incorporation of immigrants. The stratified ethnoracial incorporation theory provides a 

comprehensive explanation of the immigrant experience by accepting the structural boundaries 

of race and class in America and giving insight into mechanisms within immigrant communities 

and mainstream society that provide support during the process of integration. Transnationalism 

theories add to the assimilation and incorporation theories by emphasizing the persistence of 

identity and networks across traditional cultural and country lines. Each theory contributes to the 

understanding of the cultural navigations by immigrants arriving in a new society. The review of 

the literature in this field gives insight into processes and strategies for incorporation, and 

advances the study of immigrant adaptation strategies as well as the place of different groups 

with American society. 

   

Classical Assimilation Theory  

 As scholars reflected on the waves of European migration to the United States in the late 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, they saw that although many groups faced resistance initially, they 

began to blend in or were assimilated into American society over time. An example of this 

theory is the assimilation of Irish immigrants from the early 20
th

 century. Although they were 

segregated upon arrival, through several generations they became indistinguishable from other 

Americans, and were therefore completely assimilated (Alba, 1997, p.835). Gordon (1964) 

theorized that the immigrants experienced a linear progression in their transition into American 

social, economic, and political realms. Through incremental linguistic and cultural changes, or 

acculturation, the European immigrant families were observed to have a generational shift of 

greater similarity and integration into the majority group.  This theory asserted that the changes 
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in the lives of immigrants shifted towards improved socioeconomic standing (upward mobility) 

and convergence with the white mainstream.  

 This simple vision of the assimilation process was challenged on many fronts. 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s the composition and number of immigrants shifted (to include 

individuals from Mexico, Central and South America, and Asian countries) away from the 

European immigrants who had previously been the largest group. The accepted explanations 

regarding the assimilation of immigrants shifted to encompass the experiences of these new 

immigrants.  

 Gans (1992) refined the assumption of upward assimilation by adding the possibility of 

downward assimilation, which he coined as the “bumpy-line theory.” In contrast to the previous 

theory, Gans pointed out that immigrants lacking opportunities could acculturate from the 

situation of their parents and peers in the lower class. For example, through a study with a group 

of Mexican immigrants in Texas, Morawska found that even if education was valued by parents, 

children discouraged in school were more likely to drop out when living in neighborhoods where 

this was a common occurrence. These children were more likely to pursue a mode of 

employment similar to their parents (Morawska, 2009, p75). Therefore, while completely 

assimilated to a type of American culture, they are not on the upwardly mobile path predicted by 

Gordon (Gans, 1992, p188). Despite this challenge to the weakness of Gordon‟s original theory, 

Gans retains the core aspect that there is a “generational dynamic behind ethnic change and that 

it moves, perhaps with tangents, in the general direction of assimilation” (Alba, 1997, p834).  

 The work by Alba and Nee added to this assimilation theory through examining the 

impact of immigrants on the new society in which they reside, or a “blurring” of structural 

boundaries. Through the analysis of studies of immigration in cities across the United States 
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including Los Angeles, San Francisco, Miami, and New York, they determine “that elements of 

minority cultures are absorbed alongside their Anglo-American equivalents or are fused with 

mainstream elements to create a hybrid cultural mix” (Alba, 1997, p834). One example is the 

study by Andrew Greeley (1977) which showed that the cultural value of strong family contacts 

of Irish and Italian immigrants greatly influenced the American vision of family life. This theory 

emphasizes the ability of immigrants to assimilate to United States culture through acculturation 

over several generations and also the impact of immigrants on the new host society that facilitate 

the process. 

 The classical assimilation theory explains the changes of language and behavior of 

immigrants in America through each generation‟s reconciliation of the “distinctive set of issues 

in its relationship to the larger society and to the ethnic group” (Alba, 1997, p.832-833). These 

alterations of culture build over time until complete assimilation occurs. However, this theory 

lacks insight into the effects of class and race on the assimilation process and the role of an 

individual immigrant‟s decisions in adjusting to a new culture. Many immigrants will choose not 

to fully assimilate, and this theory does not account for the consequences for individuals making 

that decision. The theory fails to account for the impact of biases within a society that limit or 

alter the choices available to different individuals. 

 

Segmented Assimilation Theory 

 Further examination of the experiences of the second wave of immigrants entering the 

United States led scholars to acknowledge the importance of class and race in the process of 

assimilation. European immigrants entered through the working class and gradually ascended 

into the middle and upper classes. Although they initially faced resistance on the level of racial 
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biases held within American society, over time they were able to become incorporated into the 

definition of the “white” mainstream (Itzigsohn, 2009, p.13, 117-118). Once in the United States, 

the new groups of immigrants often faced the obstacles of racial discrimination coupled with 

poverty. The segmented assimilation theory describes the benefits of maintaining cultural values 

and ethnic supports in order to facilitate transition into the United States. 

 While acknowledging the possibilities of upward and downward assimilation, the 

segmented assimilation theory proposes a third alternative: an immigrant‟s choice to 

purposefully maintain certain aspects of his/her own culture and thereby avoid complete 

assimilation into American culture. The ethnic enclaves preserve native culture and provide a 

supportive context for the transition into the United States. Portes (1993) studied immigrant 

groups in different cities in California and Florida and determined that in entering into the 

stratified and unequal society in the Unites States, different “segments of society” (p.82), or 

potential opportunities, become available to different immigrant groups. By investing in the 

immigrant community‟s preservation of values and solidarity they achieved economic 

advancement. The benefits of the ethnic enclaves were studied by Glick who found that enclaves 

“buffer the effects of structural barriers” for immigrant children (Glick, 2007, p.375). For 

example, Portes describes the situation of Punjabi immigrants in a community outside San 

Francisco, California, where the second generation children were only selectively acculturating 

in the community. The parents, who defined becoming Americanized as “forgetting one‟s roots,” 

put pressure on their children to maintain their cultural values, and therefore the children learned 

English but resisted changes in value systems. This immigrant group attained rapid academic 

success, ensuring that their families were able to improve their economic positions (Portes, 1993, 

p.90).  
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 The segmented assimilation theory incorporates the importance of the receiving context 

of immigrants and views acculturation as being not only a linear upward or downward process, 

but potentially eased through supportive ethnic communities. However, critics have said that this 

theory over-emphasizes the positive impacts of ethnic enclaves. Even with the protection from 

within a community it is not enough to avoid structural challenges out of the control of the 

individual. These gaps are addressed through the stratified ethnoracial incorporation theory. 

 

Stratified Ethnoracial Incorporation Theory 

 Unlike the previous theories, stratified ethnoracial incorporation theory (SEI) points to 

the challenge that social structures and biases play in the incorporation process for immigrants. 

The main assertion of SEI is that if immigrants encounter a racialized society, the ethnic 

identities and groups they form will be shaped by the categories of that society. SEI also explains 

how the socioeconomic incorporation of immigrants will be affected by the class and race 

structure of the receiving society.  

 This theory does not deny the contributions of previous assimilation theories and instead 

points out that they can work together to accurately describe the process of assimilation for the 

new groups of immigrants. Although the classical and segmented assimilation theories answer 

the question of assimilation in different ways, both can explain aspects of the situation of 

immigrants in New York City. Kasinitz (2008) found that second-generation immigrants were 

better off than their parents (Classical Theory) and other native groups of Puerto Ricans and 

African Americans (Segmented Theory). This study also found arrest rates similar to those of 

native whites, showing that this group of immigrants does “not adapt values or behaviors 

contrary to mainstream culture” and that downward assimilation “does not affect the second 
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generation any more than it does other groups in American society” (Itzigsohn, 2009, p.11). Both 

theories, however, have difficulty describing the situation of class and race stratification within 

immigrant communities and the mechanisms within these communities that make mobility 

possible. Itzigsohn‟s study of Dominican immigrants in Rhode Island found the theory of 

stratified ethnoracial incorporation could more realistically describe the assimilation experience.  

 Building off of the convergence of the first two strands, SEI explains how immigrants 

become part of American society by finding a space within the structures of class and race that 

shape the lives of all Americans. The analysis focuses on working class migrants to expose the 

significant role structural trends of race and class play as immigrants locate themselves within 

the culture of the United States (Itzigsohn, 2009, p. 39, 51, 117). The SEI theory reveals the 

ways in which the social, racial, and class context of the United States shapes the transition of 

immigrants into the new culture, with a focus on the working class. The barriers to economic or 

cultural ascension can be found in structural factors such as education, health, and employment 

systems. The opening and facilitating actors of assimilation can come from ethnic-based 

community organizations or chance encounters with helpful people. It is still unclear which 

barriers are the same for professionals, and how those differences impact the incorporation 

choices and abilities of immigrant individuals. To understand the significant stream of higher-

skilled workers to the United States, it will be useful to use the additional perspective of 

transnationalism.  

 

Transnationalism Theory 

 Through the assimilation and incorporation narratives we have seen a description of paths 

of adaptation that immigrants can take when coming to the United States. The cultural decisions 
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that are made can conform to the American mainstream or the working class, as the linear 

upward and downward assimilation theories explain. Ethnic enclaves can be a source of support 

in the transition, as described by the segmented assimilation theory. The SEI theory explains the 

incorporation process as being strongly influenced by the racial and class structures within the 

country. This means that a fair skinned or upper-class Argentinean will have different portions of 

the United States social structure open to her than a darker-skinned or working class Dominican, 

due to racial biases and economic or class distinctions.  In addition to the networks created once 

here, those maintained in the country of origin also give insight into immigrants‟ transitions. The 

literature on transnationalism looks at the complementary or competing identities of migrants 

who simultaneously see themselves at home in more than one country.  The new 

conceptualization of immigration encompasses permanent and temporary migrants, the 

maintenance of ties in both the country of origin and the new country, and fluid definitions of 

ethnicity.  

 The literature on the migration of professionals has evolved since the mid-1960s when 

concerns about a “brain drain” started to surface, with many well-educated elite traveling to the 

United States to join in the lucrative upper-tier job market (Koser and Salt, 1997). Over the past 

50 years, the impacts of globalization, including technology improvements, have shaped the 

labor market and the expectations of the receiving society and arriving migrants (Iredale, 2001; 

Vertovec, 2001). As skilled workers come to the United States, they encounter a different 

segment of the social and economic structures than working class immigrants. Some of the 

difficulties they could face are credential transfers, family reunification, language acquisition, 

and community formation. Despite these challenges, their ability to adapt to American society 

can be aided by the advantages of their skills and the social networks those skills facilitate. 
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Communities and social ties are created and maintained not only through the ethnic enclaves, but 

a variety of levels of communication and contact. Migrants can create networks across country 

borders by maintaining economic, political, or familial ties (Glick Schiller, 1995; Levitt, 2004). 

The choices migrants make in communicating their credentials and structuring their social 

networks can create further stability in their lives and impact their relationship with United States 

society. While previous assimilation theories have assessed the transition experience in terms of 

eventual convergence with the mainstream, transnational literature focuses on what ties are 

maintained internationally and how those ties actively influence the cultural transition of 

immigrant professionals.  

 Each theory informs my analysis of the incorporation process for immigrant professionals 

in Providence, RI. The classical assimilation, segmented assimilation, and transnationalism 

theories give a basis for the understanding of the cultural transitions made by newly arrived 

immigrants. While generational changes are not a target of my study, the first two theories show 

that this analysis must appreciate the process of acculturation and the influences of an immigrant 

on the new society and of the new society on the immigrant. The stratified ethnoracial 

incorporation theory offers necessary insight into the assimilation process by filling in the gaps 

of the previous strands, but still leaves open the question of how this process would manifest 

itself for skilled professional immigrants. Itzigsohn‟s theory is especially applicable to my 

analysis due to the same study location and focus on a specific group of Latinos in Providence, 

RI. However, I expect that the “faultlines” within American society will be experienced 

differently by immigrants coming into the United States through a different point of entry – with 

higher education, potentially greater amount of travel experience, and longer personal 

development within their home country – in other words, immigrant status of choice, not as a last 
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resort. The SEI theory informs my analysis regarding how the incorporation process of 

immigrant professionals differs from that of working class immigrants. The next step in the 

research will be to determine how the American class and racial structures impact and apply to 

the experience of the professional class immigrants.  

 

 

Hypothesis 

 My hypothesis is that there will be a class effect on the assimilation process of immigrant 

professionals from Latin America in Providence, RI. If an immigrant is in the professional class 

then they will integrate into the United States social structure differently than those in the 

working class. The motivation for migration and salient personality traits will impact the 

incorporation of the Latino professionals.  

 Through comparing the experience of professionals in Providence, RI, with the results 

from Jose Itzigsohn‟s study of Dominican, mainly working class, immigrants in Providence, I 

contrast the experience of the different classes of immigrants. Itzigsohn‟s stratified ethnoracial 

incorporation theory describes choices immigrants make in forming their identity in the United 

States and their limitations due to the boundaries imposed by the mainstream‟s ethnic and racial 

categories. For Itzigsohn, SEI also shows that there is limited mobility in the working class and 

the mobility that does occur, comes through mainstream institutions and not ethnic enclaves.  

 Based on this theory, if there is a class effect, then I predict that the professional class 

immigrants would not face ethnoracial stratification to the same extent as the working class due 

to their different integration point. This means that the Latino professionals in Providence would 
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not be as restricted in defining their cultural identity in accordance with the mainstream‟s ethnic 

and racial categories as the working class.   

 SEI also shows that because of the ethnoracial stratification within the United States, 

immigrants take on ethnoracial identities, and form ethnoracial groups. Itzigsohn‟s research with 

the working class reveals that ethnic identity becomes a primary basis for group formation. If 

class changes the effects of the formation of an ethnoracial identity, I would also predict that 

professionals would less frequently form their communities around a specific ethnoracial 

identity.  

 The research on working class immigrants has shown the existence of cultural 

organizations, political activism, and ethnic enclaves where the ethnic identity is the primary link 

between the people in those groups. In contrast with the working class, for professional middle 

class immigrants, ethnic identity may not be the most salient part of their identity. This could 

manifest itself in communities formed around other interests that are not specifically based in 

native culture or language, such as profession, neighborhood, sport, music, or religion. In sum, 

while SEI shows that ethnoracial stratification occurs for the working class, I expect that the 

professional class will experience incorporation differently (through encounters with the 

mainstream, self-identification, and community formation) due to entering the United States 

through a different class.  
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Case Selection 

 The literature on migration to the United States has focused on low wage workers and the 

challenges of assimilating into sometimes hostile environments. However, the migration of 

higher-skilled professionals has received less attention in research. The goal of this study is to 

investigate whether the theory and research that applies to working class immigrants also applies 

to professionals, and if not, in what ways it diverges. Therefore, this thesis is an interpretive case 

study. The recent book published by Itzigsohn provides a solid base of comparison for my 

research. Itzigsohn‟s work asks similar questions about the incorporation process of immigrants 

into the United States, and formulates the stratified ethnoracial incorporation theory. My project 

examines how SEI theory does and does not apply to a different class of immigrants 

(professionals) and to what extent the differences are based in class. 

 To answer my research questions, I engage with first generation Latin American 

professionals in Providence, RI. Itzigsohn‟s study focused on Dominican immigrants in 

Providence of the first and second generation. To make a systematic comparison, I work with 

Latin American first generation immigrants. In order to have a relevant sample size, the 

immigrants in my study are not only of Dominican origin. Expanding the case selection to 

include immigrants from other Central and South American countries in addition to the 

Dominican Republic does create a more broad case selection than Itzigsohn‟s work and surveys a 

larger segment of the professionals in Providence. While this lessens the rigor of comparison 

with Itzigsohn‟s Providence study, my case selection does limit respondents to those foreign-

born and of Latin American origin, and therefore maintains the isolation of class as the primary 

variable being tested. In order to isolate the variable of class, the interpretive case study selection 

allows for Itzigsohn‟s theory to be applied to a different class in Providence.  
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Data and Methods 

To answer my research questions I have gathered primary data from immigrant 

professionals in Providence, RI. Although other studies have asked similar questions, there is a 

gap in the research in studying skilled migrants from Latin America, and especially in studying 

this group in Providence, RI. As the literature review showed, many of the studies of assimilation 

and incorporation have examined groups through interviews and secondary data (from Census 

data and other survey sources) in major cities in the United States such as New York City, 

Chicago, or Miami. Itzigsohn‟s study uses qualitative interviews and quantitative data to look at 

the condition of working class Dominicans in Providence.  

The qualitative data for this thesis is compiled through interviews with Latin American 

professionals working or residing in the metropolitan area of Providence, RI.2 Participants were 

chosen through a non-probability sampling method. I selected the participants through the 

snowball or chain sampling technique. Once I was in contact with several professionals in 

Providence, I utilized their social networks to find other people who fit my specifications.  

The interview questions were piloted and edited before being administered.3 The 

interviews were conducted in English. This decision was made due to the fact that, as educated, 

actively employed professionals, fluency in English is already required for their work in the 

United States. My understanding of Spanish did allow for some language cross-over during the 

interviews. The location of the interviews was open to the preference of each professional. Many 

interviews were conducted in the area where the interviewee lived or worked, such as a coffee 

shop, library, or the office or home of the interviewee. The professionals interviewed had 

                                                 
2
 The Providence metropolitan area represents the Providence-Fall River-Warwick, RI-MA MSA. For this study, 

cities of Providence, Central Falls, Pawtucket, and Bristol were main locations of those interviewed.  
3
 See Appendix and enclosed CD for full interview questions and guidelines. 
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experience communicating in English in university and work settings. Some of the people 

interviewed had prior experience being interviewed due to their background as an immigrant, 

their work experience in the States, or through the citizenship process. Before and after the 

interviews communication with each participant was carried out through email or telephone. 

Each interview was recorded with the permission of the interviewee and transcribed after the 

interview.4 The goals of the thesis and the ways in which the interviews inform the thesis 

analysis were described to each interviewee. The final copy of the thesis was also shared with the 

participants. In sum, the factors of education level, age, and familiarity with the area, contributed 

to a relative equalization of the interviewer-interviewee dynamic. 

The interviews with professionals gathered data on their motivations for and experiences 

of migrating. The primary data from the interviews related to community participation and 

social, ethnic, and class networks for each migrant. The questions gather basic demographic data 

(such as age, country of origin, etc.), followed by questions which required greater detail about 

their transition from their country of origin to the United States. Due to their open-ended nature, 

the interviews ranged in length and emotional detail depending on the willingness of the 

professional to share information. 

The data from the interviews was mined for answers to the research questions relating to 

the migrant‟s motivation for coming to the United States and his/her lifestyle in Providence. 

Through interpretive analysis, the interviews were analyzed according to themes such as 

perceptions of the American dream, family values, path to citizenship, cultural preservation. The 

information gathered from the interviews was used to examine similarities or differences in 

responses to the experiences of working class immigrants in Providence. In instances of 

                                                 
4
 See enclosed CD for interview transcripts. 
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difference, I analyzed the data to examine the causes and origins of those differences and how 

those differences contributed to larger themes relating to transnational identity and migration.  

 

 

Limitations 

 It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this research project. Due to the scope 

and time restraints of the project, the sample size of the study is 11 people. This sample size 

allowed for in-depth information from each respondent, but limits the ability of the results to be 

generalized to all Latin American immigrants in Providence, to other immigrant groups, or to 

other cities within or outside of the United States. The findings are also limited in that, while I 

am gathering data from professionals from a variety of Latin American countries, the study of 

comparison by Itzigsohn focused exclusively on immigrants in Providence of Dominican origin. 

The purpose of this thesis is to understand the ways in which the process of incorporation is 

shaped by the social structures within the United States and how that process is understood by 

the immigrants themselves. While the results from the analysis of interviews cannot be 

generalized, it aims only to give greater perspective on a growing group of immigrants rarely 

studied and to give voice to their experience of incorporation.  
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Value of Findings  

When I say I do not feel American, it‟s not because of a negative way; it‟s by a 

positive way. In the sense that I feel so Chilean, I feel my identity so Latin American from 

Chile, from my city. It‟s not because I‟m rejecting the other part, but because I‟m so full 

of my own identity. And of course I‟m including a lot of stuff from all the places I‟ve 

been, and gradually I‟m incorporating stuff. (Mario)    

 

But I still do not consider myself American. I never will. I do not think that is a 

problem. I just don‟t feel it. There are a wide range of lifestyles here, but I am still not 

completely connected, that is all. That does not mean I don‟t feel welcome, I feel like I 

have found a space for me here, but not as an American. (Daniela)    

      

As Daniela and Mario‟s quotes show, the goal of many migrants is not to completely 

culturally assimilate to a national identity when they confidently feel they belong to another 

social group or network. This does not serve as a threat to American values or culture, but 

instead can be seen as a step in the evolution of what it means to live and work in the United 

States and what life in the United States can be. My research serves as a contribution to the 

discussion of the migration of skilled migrants. I study their choices of self-identity, and the 

communities that they form that both reinforce their identity and propagate group distinctions 

through those choices. Their motivations for migrating, which initially could have been limited 

to the fulfillment of basic needs, include a hope for better fulfillment of professional and 

educational aspirations. More research is required to understand the differing motivations of 

professionals and the impact of class on their encounter with the American mainstream. Daniela 
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and Mario‟s experiences as a professor and a social worker, respectively, have allowed each to 

identify themselves through a profession, or an academic interest, instead of through their ethnic 

identity as a migrant. Through my research, I look at other cases of this phenomenon. The 

literature on incorporation processes and skilled migration may remain incomplete without more 

investigation of the role of individuals to reinforce the changes in global economic and social 

trends. 

 

 

Structure of Thesis 

 This thesis is divided into five chapters. The second chapter describes the historical 

background of the group of professional migrants coming from Latin America to the United 

States. The chapter describes the historical shift in the composition of the groups migrating to the 

United States. While earlier in the 20
th

 century, European immigrants were prominent, 

immigrants from Latin America have become the majority in recent times. Chapter two includes 

a brief overview of the contributing factors to that shift and the impacts within the United States. 

The situation of professionals in Providence is examined followed by a description of the skilled 

immigrant professionals who participated in my study based on education, employment, family, 

and country of origin.  

 In the third chapter, I examine the motivations for the immigrants migrating to the United 

States and narratives of incorporation of the professional class. The first section analyses the role 

of the American dream as a motivation for migration and how the perceptions of opportunity in 

the United States is impacted by class. Chapter three then compares the perspectives of the 

professionals with that of working class immigrants studied by Itzigsohn. The stratified 
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ethnoracial incorporation theory proposes a dual narrative among the working class immigrants 

in describing their transition into the United States. The chapter looks into the differences 

between the professional class narratives and those of the working class immigrants in 

Providence to explore the place that class has in contributing to those differences.  

 Following that analysis, chapter four looks at the ways in which the encounters with the 

American mainstream shaped the cultural identity of the professionals. The chapter evaluates the 

extent to which the experience of the professionals aligns with and departs from that of the 

working class immigrants. The chapter explores the influence of the encounter with the 

American mainstream in the construction of both self-identity and community networks. Chapter 

four concludes by assessing the significance of the differences of and within the professional 

class and how they relate to the impact of class on the experience of incorporation. 

 The final chapter discusses the conclusions that can be taken away from the analyses in 

the thesis. It also raises further questions that can be asked and suggests the direction that future 

research on skilled immigration could take. While the value of this research lies in giving a voice 

to a segment of the immigrant population little studied in the prior literature, this project also 

addresses the manner in which class impacts the immigration process and life in the United 

States.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
The History of Skilled Professional Immigration  
 

 

I‟ve built my life here. Even though I never ever thought I would end up  

here…it ended up being a very good place for me, because of the  

diversity, languages, experiences, ethnicities, I feel that I can be myself. (Andrea)  

 

 

The space for Latino professionals in Providence has been developing over the past 

several decades. From involvement in local community organizations, political groups, to 

leadership positions throughout the industries in the state, including education and social 

services, many skilled immigrants are contributing to the economy and culture of Providence and 

the United States. There are many challenges in the path towards professional occupations for 

foreign born workers which include credential transfers, family reunification, in addition to 

language barriers. However, local organizations, schools, employers, combine with the personal 

drive of the individuals making the decision to pursue opportunities here, thereby contributing to 

their success.  

In the beginning of the 20
th 

century, Providence, RI was a place where manufacturing and 

textile jobs were abundant making it an attractive place for immigrants to resettle. The 

immigrants arriving in Providence in the early 1900s were primarily of Irish, Italian, Eastern 

European, Cape Verdean, Portuguese, and French Canadian origin. In 1921, the International 

Institute of Rhode Island was founded with the goal of providing social services as a response to 



 22 

the growing immigrant population in Providence. In the late 20
th

 century however, the 

composition of immigrants changed to include more people from Latin America, West Africa, 

and East Asian countries. The following table shows this shift in the immigrant population. The 

trend in Providence was a reflection of a countrywide change. In 1930 over half of the 

immigrants coming to the United States were from European countries, but after 1980 they 

constituted an almost equal portion as those from Latin American countries. By 2000, Latin 

American immigrants were in the majority.  

 

Table 2.1 Foreign-Born Population in the Unites States by Region of Birth:  

Selected Years 1930 - 2000 

Year Number 

(in millions) 

Region of Origin  

(Percentage of Total Foreign-Born Population) 

 
 Europe 

North 

America 

Latin 

America 
Asia 

Other 

areas 

2000 21.1 15.3 2.5 51.0 25.5 5.7 

1990 19.8 22.9 4.0 44.3 26.3 2.5 

1980 14.1 39.0 6.5 33.1 19.3 2.1 

1970 9.6 61.7 8.7 19.4 8.9 1.3 

1960 9.7 75.0 9.8 9.4 5.1 0.7 

1930 14.3 83.0 9.2 5.6 - 2.2 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports Series P23-206 (Washington, DC: Government Printing 

Office, 2001), Figure 2-1 and Figure 2-2: P11. 
 

 

 

The Changing Landscape of Migration 

The shift in composition of immigrant groups cannot be traced to one factor alone. The 

streams of migration are influenced by the economic, social, political and personal situations in 

both the origin and destination countries. Several factors can contribute to the dramatic changes 
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in the immigrant groups found in the United States over the past century including technology, 

economy, and national laws and regulations. All of these elements work together to create a 

“push-pull” effect from the sending nation to the United States (Morawska, 2009).  

Throughout the 1900‟s, advancements in technology ranging from telecommunication to 

transportation methods, revolutionized economies, countries, and the personal lives of 

individuals around the world. The impact on immigration was evident through the increasing 

ease of communication with family, friends, or governments from farther distances as well as the 

ability to travel across borders with more frequency than before.  

The economic shifts throughout the mid and late 1900s saw some countries previously in 

the periphery move to the peripheral-of the-core positions. While much immigration is spurred 

by the incentive to fulfill basic needs to provide for the livelihood of an individual or a family, 

the advancements within countries allowed for an increase in migration of those with higher 

skills as well. The changes in economic demand in the United States also impacted the 

immigration flow. The three segments of the workforce all incorporate immigrants: high-skilled, 

low-skilled, and services industries. The highly paid employment options for the highly-skilled 

can attract international workers who would previously have sought employment in their home 

countries. A continuing trend in the skilled labor force shows that they have incentives to travel 

to the United States for employment as barriers such as their transportation, legal rights, and ties 

to family back home diminish. Throughout the 20
th

 century unskilled labor-intensive work was 

in high demand, making low-paid jobs an attractive option even though it was expendable and 

less stable. The middle ground is filled with a large informal sector of small-scale manufacturing, 

construction, and service industries. The changing economy has allowed for the employment in 
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all three sectors to attract immigrants from less developing and developed regions (Morawska, 

2009, p.44).  

Changes in immigration law also play some role in the decision process for immigrants 

who want to live and work in the United States. Significant legal policies include those regarding 

regulations of entry, duration of time one is permitted to stay, authorization to work, treatment of 

illegal migrants, and the process of acquiring citizenship. The changes in immigration policy 

after amendments made in 1965 have affected professionals with respect to the number of direct 

immigrants, foreigners studying in the United States, and non-immigrants who were allowed to 

adjust their status. For immigrant professionals coming to the United States directly, they must 

apply either through family relations or an occupational commitment. Visa ceilings for each 

country of origin and the labor certification for employment impact the ability of immigrant 

professionals to obtain a visa. Immigrants staying temporarily must determine which of 12 

different classes they want to apply to for their visa. Another set of regulations and 

classifications exists for those trying to change their status once in the United States. The United 

States Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS), the Department of Labor (DOL), and the 

State Department all play a role in implementing the regulations around visa restrictions and 

applications that are determined in Congress. Currently, 675,000 permanent immigrant visas are 

permitted per year, with unlimited visas for family members of U.S. citizens (Massey, 1995). For 

the professionals in this study, the path towards citizenship greatly impacted their incorporation 

process into the United States. While individual perceptions of the significance of nationality or 

political participation vary among all populations, the choice or ability to acquire citizenship is 

an important decision to be made by the skilled immigrants settling in the United States. As later 
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chapters will explain, the ease or difficulty of the citizenship process can shape the encounter 

with mainstream institutions and mainstream culture in the United States. 

In addition to the “pull” factors just described (technological advances, economic shifts, 

and law reforms) taking place in the United States, many “push” factors also occur, contributing 

to the migration decisions of individuals. For example, the changes in political regimes in many 

Latin American countries can, while encouraging some, discourage others from investing in their 

economy or pursuing a profession there. The lack of options for education in a particular field 

can also push some migrants to look elsewhere for their education and future professional goals. 

Finally, social norms and social movements can influence whether people decide to leave their 

home country. The combination of political, economic, and social changes can contribute to 

factors “pushing” professional class individuals to look elsewhere for their education and 

profession (Morawska, 2009).  

In what parts of the economy do immigrants contribute the most, and in particular, in 

which sectors are skilled professionals concentrated? Nationally, immigrants are employed in 

almost every sector of the economy. Although a greater percentage of the foreign born are 

employed in lower-wage jobs than the native population, the scientific and technical fields have 

high percentages of foreign born. According to the 2007 American Community Survey Report, 

27 percent of the foreign born labor force is in managerial and professional occupations. Of 

those, 13 percent are Latin American. It has also been shown that workers from different regions 

in Latin America go into differing occupations. For example, 13 percent of workers born in 

South America are working in construction and repair occupations, in contrast with 24 percent of 

workers from Mexico, and 21 percent from other central American countries (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2009). For managerial and professional occupations, only 7 percent of workers come 
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from Mexico and 12 percent of workers come from other Central American countries, compared 

with 26 percent from South America. While shifts in immigrant groups to the United States have 

occurred throughout the past several decades, the demand for workers in all sectors of the 

economy is apparent. For professionals from Latin America, who are the subjects of this study, 

participation in the American workforce fits into trends such as the line of work pursued and 

country of origin. There is not necessarily an endpoint determined by the general data, but the 

participants in this study can be viewed in the context of migratory history and current 

employment patterns.  

 

Who are the Professionals in Providence, RI? 

In Rhode Island, Latinos have been the fastest growing group of immigrants and have 

made large contributions to its economic, demographic and political development. Of Rhode 

Island‟s total population (as of 2000) of just over one million residents, 140,000 (or 13 percent of 

the population) are foreign born, and over 90,000 people (or 8.7 percent) are of Hispanic or 

Latino origin. The 2008 American Community Survey showed that Rhode Island‟s Latino 

population was 118,904 people, or 11.3 percent of the total population. The four largest 

immigrant groups in the state are: Puerto Ricans (25,422), Dominicans (17,894), Guatemalans 

(8,949) and Colombians (5,706) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009).  

Providence, a city of around 175,000 people, is about 30 percent Latino. In total, 60 

percent of the Latino population is employed, slightly less than the native population (which has 

an employment rate of around 75 percent). Of the group of first generation immigrants, less than 

9 percent are employed as professionals, and around 10 percent are employed in social services 

and educational forms of employment. In addition, just over 6 percent have a bachelor‟s degree. 



 27 

The following table shows the education and employment status of the Latino population in 

Providence. The socioeconomic indicators point to the fact that only a minority (around 18%) of 

the immigrants in the city have the level of education required for many “professional level” 

occupations.   

  

Table 2.2 

Socioeconomic Indicators in Providence, Ages Twenty-Four to Sixty Four (as percent) 

 Latino/a  

1
st
 Generation 

Black White 

Employed 60.0 63.2 74.9 

Unemployed 6.5 5.9 3.3 

Not in labor force 33.5 30.9 21.8 

Less than high school 56.1 26.2 16.5 

High school 25.7 30.9 26.0 

Some college or 

associate‟s degree 

11.8 26.2 25.9 

Bachelor‟s degree or 

more 

6.4 16.7 31.6 

Source: Jose Itzigsohn, Encountering American Faultlines, 2009. Table 3.1: P48. 

 

First generation Latino immigrants face challenges of transferring credentials obtained in 

their country of origin, bringing family members to the United States, or changing their visa 

status once here. Several local organizations aim to assist immigrants in the city to overcome 

these obstacles. Organizations such as Progreso Latino, Dorcas Place, CHisPA (Center for 

Hispanic Policy and Advocacy), and the IIRI (International Institute of Rhode Island) offer 

English courses, citizenship advising, and further connections within the Latino community. 

Each of these organizations is viewed as a crucial link in the transition of many immigrants into 
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Providence. The following table shows the forms of employment of first generation Latinos in 

Providence compared to other segments of the Providence population. Professionals are not as 

numerous in the Latino first generation as in the black and white populations in Providence. As 

mentioned in the previous section, there are a greater number of professionals in the United 

States as a whole from South American countries than from other Latin American countries such 

as Mexico and Central American countries.  

 

Table 2.3 

Selected Occupations and Industries in Providence, Ages Twenty-Four to Sixty-Four 

(as percent) 

 

 Latino/a 

1
st
 Generation 

Black White 

Management, 

professional, and related 
8.7 24.5 38.2 

Education, health, and 

social services 
10.5 45.4 31.2 

Sales and Office 13.1 20.3 26.2 

Services 11.7 31.0 12.5 

Construction, 

extraction, and 

maintenance 
7.3 4.8 8.1 

Production, 

transportation, and 

material moving 
57.6 19.2 14.7 

Manufacturing 51.0 14.0 16.5 

Source: Jose Itzigsohn, Encountering American Faultlines, 2009. Table 3.2: P50. 
 

While pursuing a professional career in the United States can present challenges, foreign-

born individuals occupy a significant number of professional occupations throughout the 

country. In Providence, many local organizations assist professionals trying to transfer their 

skills, or build on the skills they have, to improve the prospects to attain their professional goals. 
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Economic and technological changes throughout the world have created incentives for 

individuals from the developing world to pursue their goals in the United States. The impact of 

globalization can be felt as skilled professions are increasingly open to foreign born employees. 

While skilled immigrants in the United States face challenges of transferring credentials, 

maintaining ties with their country of origin, and balancing language and cultural differences, 

they are able to find support through community organizations, their professions, and their social 

networks. 

 

 

Characteristics of Sample 

 The study consists of 11 interviews with professionals working in the Providence 

metropolitan area.5 Four of the immigrants interviewed were men, and seven were women. The 

professionals ranged in age from 30 to 62, and have been living in the United States for six to 

thirty years. Eight of the people interviewed came to the United States separately from other 

family members to pursue a job, education, or a personal relationship opportunity.  

 This section describes the characteristics of the individuals interviewed using the 

categories of education, employment, family background, and context of migration to the United 

States.  

 

Education and Language 

 All of the immigrants in the study have a level of education above high-school. All 

eleven interviewees have received an undergraduate degree, while nine have received a graduate 

school degree. Three of the immigrants studied medicine, one a doctor, the second a nurse and 

                                                 
5
 In alphabetical order: Alberto, Alejandro, Andrea, Daniela, Graciela, Isabela, Mario, Matilde, Natalina, Roberto 
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midwife, and the third an acupuncturist. The other degrees include: engineering, architecture, 

social work, economics, linguistics, and accounting. Four individuals obtained undergraduate 

degrees in the United States and six received their graduate degrees from American universities.  

Six obtained undergraduate or graduate degrees from universities in their country of origin 

(Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Dominican Republic, Peru). Therefore, learning English was an 

important aspect of education for most of the immigrants interviewed. For eight of those in the 

sample, the foundational step in their education in the United States consisted of English classes, 

and for three individuals those courses were taken in Providence, RI.  

 

Employment 

 All of the immigrants interviewed are currently employed. In the medical profession are 

Alejandro, Graciela and Daniela, as a doctor, a nurse/mid-wife, and an acupuncturist 

respectively. In the field of education, Mario has a social worker degree and works as a 

psychologist in a local high school, Matilde is a professor of Economics at Brown University, 

and Andrea is a professor in the Hispanic Studies Department at Brown University. Roberto is an 

architect, and although the complete credentials he received in his country of origin have not yet 

been transferred, he does freelance work locally. Isabela works as an engineer at a local 

engineering firm. Working as a director at Bristol Community College, Natalina uses her 

accounting degree and background from her prior employment in health management in 

Providence with CHiSPA. Alberto has produced music professionally and currently works as a 

chef at a restaurant in Providence. Fátima works as the director of a local Latino advocacy 

organization.  
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 Seven of the immigrants interviewed worked in other jobs prior to their current form of 

employment. Of those, two worked in non-professional positions, in factories, during the interim 

when their professional credentials went unrecognized or their legal status in the United States 

was undefined.  

 

Family  

 The respondents have a variety of family lives in Providence. Seven of the respondents 

are currently married, two of which (Graciela and Roberto) are in their second marriage. Three 

others have gone through divorce, two in the United States (three including Graciela), the other 

before migration (two including Roberto). Six of the marriages are with American citizens, and 

the unmarried interviewee is in a relationship with an American. Nine of those who are or have 

been married have children. Of those with children, only five started their family in the United 

States. The other four families were either started in the country of origin or were only reunited 

after the parent had been settled the United States.  

 

Countries of Origin 

 As would be expected by employed professionals, all of the migrants interviewed are 

legally residing in Providence currently. The countries of origin of the migrants include: 

Argentina (2), Bolivia (1), Chile (2), Columbia (2), Dominican Republic (1), Guatemala (1), and 

Peru (2). However, three of the interviewees spent time in the United States illegally, ranging 

from 3 to 5 years. The initial settlement in the United States was legal for five of those 

interviewed because they were attending university here. For four of the individuals, the 

legalization process was more straightforward because they married American citizens. As the 
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following chapters will explore, the experiences of those who were unable to be employed as 

professionals when they first came to the United States are very different from those who entered 

as professionals. Their legal status impacted the opportunity for education and employment, and 

shaped their interactions with American institutions and culture.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 Immigrant professionals have a long history in the United States and contribute to the 

social, political, and economic situation of the country. Within the past several decades, 

conditions both in the United States and internationally have created a greater demand within the 

United States for skilled workers and increased the importance of their ability to continue to 

reside here.  At the same time, internal changes in the countries from which the migrants 

originate also contribute to the forces pushing them to migrate. The influence of political, 

economic, social, and individual family upheavals and developments throughout the past several 

decades can influence the professional class immigrants to leave their home country and seek out 

professional opportunities in the United States. The shift throughout the past century, from a 

majority of European immigrants to a majority of Latin American immigrants is caused by many 

factors, which together make the United States an appealing destination. From technological 

advances to economic successes, to national immigration regulations, immigrants can find a 

place for themselves in the United States without having to give up completely their native 

identity. The following sections will examine the experiences of Latino immigrant professionals 

in Providence, RI. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
The Narratives of Incorporation 
 

 Literature on assimilation has shown that when immigrants settle into life in the United 

States, they face cultural and structural challenges and can choose to confront those struggles in 

different ways. In particular, the research by Itzigsohn led to the theory of stratified ethnoracial 

incorporation (SEI). This theory states that the incorporation of immigrants is shaped by an 

ethnoracial system of stratification within the United States, and the internal class stratification 

within an immigrant community. In other words, when an immigrant comes to the United States, 

she is not coming into a blank slate, but instead, she is entering into a structure of opportunities 

and constraints that delimit what she can achieve. 

The previous literature on assimilation has focused on the stories of immigrants who 

enter the American system in the working class (Gordon, 1964; Portes, 1996; Itzigsohn, 2009). 

This group generally arrives with the hope of achieving opportunities only possible in the United 

States, which can manifest itself in financial stability and social mobility. In facing the reality of 

the working class lifestyle, whether of immigrants or natives, those hopes can seem impossibly 

far away. In coping with the discrepancy between the dream and reality, immigrants in the 

working class can use two narratives to understand their process of incorporation. The first is the 

ethnic narrative, describing their situation as a new immigrant group making its way to the top in 

America. As this narrative does not tell the whole story of their experience, a second can be 

employed. The minority narrative, identified through Itzigsohn‟s research with Dominicans in 
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Providence, RI, includes the belief that the discrimination by other (predominantly white) 

Americans impacts their incorporation and place in American society (Itzigsohn, 2009). 

The experience of the group of immigrants who find their place in the skilled professional 

class lies unexplored. What is their motive for migrating to the United States? Is it linked to the 

opportunities described in the American dream? Does this group also explain their incorporation 

process through a dual narrative? The answers to these questions will shed light on the ways in 

which the incorporation of immigrant professionals differs from that of working class 

immigrants. Through examining these differences we can understand the processes that impact 

the lives of this growing group of immigrants in the United States. 

 

 

Understanding the Narrative 

The following sections analyze the narratives used by the professional class immigrants 

to describe their process of incorporation. The American dream is discussed in the first section as 

a backdrop to motivate migration and also to frame the expectations immigrants have in 

resettling in the United States. In the second section, the analysis of differing motivations for 

migration examines whether or not the primary impetus to come and stay in the United States 

was in fact the opportunity seen through the American dream, as is the case for working class 

immigrants, or if the professional class has different incentives. The third section builds on the 

first section‟s discussion of the American dream as well as the analysis in the second section of 

motivation for migration. The third section aims to discover if the findings regarding the 

incorporation process of SEI theory, and in particular the dual narrative of incorporation, hold 

across class lines. 
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The American Dream 

 The American dream was named in James Adams‟ “Epic of America” in 1931, although 

the substance of the dream had already been in the mindset of the United States for decades. He 

states: 

 The American Dream is that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer 

and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement. It 

is a difficult dream for the European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too many 

of us ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a dream of motor cars 

and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each woman 

shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be 

recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth 

or position (Adams, 2001, p. 214-15). 

Americans continue to be inspired by and to struggle with the fulfillment of the mindset 

described in Adams‟ above quote. Many waves of immigrants have flowed across the United 

States borders throughout the century, from the Irish, Polish, or Italian immigrants around the 

turn of the century, to a rising number of Mexican, Central and South American, and Caribbean 

immigrants in more recent years. As Adams‟ quote describes, the United States represents a 

place where dreams can be realized and where opportunities are abundant. However, these 

streams of immigrants have faced daily challenges involved with incorporation into a new 

society.  

 The particular obstacles immigrants face in entering the United States are examined 

through the previous assimilation theories. The analysis by classical assimilation theory posits 
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that with each generation, immigrants become more assimilated into the American mainstream, 

culturally and economically. The segmented assimilation and SEI add that although a great shift 

does occur between first and second generations, complete assimilation or incorporation does not 

equate with mobility. In fact, Itzigsohn‟s SEI analysis explores a contradiction in the data 

regarding mobility and the myth of mobility spread among immigrants. Although a certain 

amount of mobility existed for the working and middle classes in the 1900s, it has been shown 

that since that time, wage rises are nearly nonexistent, and social mobility is limited and severely 

biased against minorities (Krugman, 2007; Hochschild, 1995). Hertz‟s 2005 study looked at the 

ability of individuals at the bottom quartile of America‟s income distribution to move to the top 

quartile. Although the rate at 9.3% was already low, and proves the mythical status of this pillar 

of the American dream, the rate was significantly lower, at 3.6%, for the black population and 

slightly higher, at 14.2%, for the white population. This data supports the SEI theory in showing 

that both race and class are barriers to mobility (Itzigsohn, 2009: 67). Due to the gap between 

belief and reality, many scholars have examined the discourse within the working class that 

recreates the myth of opportunity and mobility, while also living in a persistently stratified 

society.  

The expectation of unlimited opportunity has inspired many immigrants to come to the 

United States. However, the understanding of that opportunity, and the belief in the resulting 

aspects of material wealth or social mobility, may not be the same for those in the skilled 

professional class. If so, how is the motivation for migration different for the skilled immigrants? 

Are their expectations for life in the United States different than the expectations of those in the 

working class? If so, does the incorporation of skilled professional class immigrants follow the 

same guiding structures as that of working class immigrants? If professional class immigrants do 



 37 

not incorporate in the same way, what are the areas of difference? In order to answer these 

questions, the following section examines the reasons that immigrants in the professional class 

choose to migrate and how those decisions compare with the motivations of the working class. 

Later in the chapter the analysis turns to a comparison of the expectations and perceptions in the 

process of incorporation for the working and professional classes. 

 

Motivations for Migration 

 For working class immigrants, existing studies have shown that the primary reason to 

migrate to the United States is the belief in the opportunity and freedom promised in the 

American dream and the consequences of that opportunity: material wealth and social mobility. 

These opportunities easily explain why working class immigrants would want to come to the 

United States as they believe that they will have a “better life” (Portes, 1996; Schmalzbauer, 

2005; Cervantes-Rodríguez, 2009; Itzigsohn, 2009). Professionals on the other hand, seek to 

maintain a middle class lifestyle which they expect through their employment status. Due to an 

initially stable financial situation, the change in financial well-being is not as great as for the 

working class immigrants. Therefore, while the working class comes in search of life-changing 

opportunity, the professional class may not be drawn by such extreme circumstances. It is 

unclear if the broad promises in the American dream, which are generally thought to draw 

working class immigrants, would be enough to attract professional class immigrants, as they may 

be more critical of the personal cost of those opportunities. Through my analysis, the other 

influences for migrating to the United States are taken into account to explain what, other than 

aspects of the American dream, draws the professional class immigrant to the United States.  
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Envisioning Opportunity 

 Both the working class and the professional class find inspiration in the seemingly 

unlimited opportunity available in the United States which encompasses financial, social, and 

professional gains. While the professional class also comes seeking opportunity, their conception 

of that opportunity differs from the working class. The professionals come to the United States 

because they perceive the opportunity to live out their professional or personal family goals (like 

the working class). However, they are critical of embracing the myths of mobility and the 

importance of consumer wealth (in contrast with the working class).  

 The ideals of the American dream are “consistently associated with the themes of rights, 

freedom, and opportunity” (Itzigsohn, 2009, p.135). Itzigsohn discovers this narrative among the 

working class immigrants in Providence. One example of this comes from Carlos who explains:  

Being American is being proud of the freedom we have. That‟s the big part. Being able 

that when you want something, you can walk out the door and it‟s not impossible to get it. 

It‟s just being able to do things that a lot of people just can‟t…Here, everybody 

complains, but we have it so easy compared to other countries so I‟m glad we have it that 

way, and I‟m proud (Itzigsohn, Jose. 2009: 135). 

The previous assimilation theories agree that a major motivation to migrate to the United States 

is the expectation of the opportunity to achieve all that they are capable of and to have a stable 

life. In agreement with the sentiments of the working class immigrants, those in the professional 

class describe the promise of opportunity as a motivation for resettling in the United States.   

My reason for coming to the United States? More opportunity. I knew I could achieve 

more in so many ways: research, academic, financially, culturally. (Alberto) 
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Being able to develop yourself. Being able to move around and capable of being yourself 

here. (Graciela) 

You can find anything. You find the excellent academics, you want art, music, you find 

the most wonderful here. (Mario) 

I see it as a place where opportunity is appreciated, you can move ahead financially… If 

you work hard, your skills and opportunities can be realized. (Alejandro) 

In addition to more opportunity existing in the United States than elsewhere in the world, some 

professionals also stress the importance of the pursuit of excellence. One respondent phrased it 

as: 

It‟s necessary to make sure that everyone achieves the most possible and push research 

and discovery forward. (Alejandro) 

 Another example comes from Natalina‟s description of the difficulty of finding a job in 

Peru. Her story resonates with the perspective that the opportunities available in the United 

States for finding professional level employment are numerous enough to leave one‟s home 

country to pursue.   

I couldn‟t get a job. First because I was 36 years old, and second because I was a 

woman. I didn‟t have any opportunities. I always got, oh no, no, you are overqualified, 

you are too old. I had been told I was too old to apply for a job…But I really found that 

here, there are better opportunities. You look for the opportunities and you prepare 

yourself, and you do what you are supposed to do. (Natalina) 
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This example points to the importance for the professional class of the opportunity to achieve. 

The professionals seek to not escape poverty, but instead to live according to their expected 

standard of living.  

 The theme of freedom unique to the United States was also expressed by professionals. 

This view is that the United States is a place free from the oppression and coercion found in 

other countries and that the right to make independent decisions creates an open space for 

diverse groups of people.  

Because of the diversity, languages, experiences, ethnicities, in the United States, I feel 

that I can be myself. (Andrea) 

The opportunity to engage in a chosen lifestyle in the United States is shown through the hope 

for more acceptance of diversity of religion, gender, and nationality: 

I was a woman, and the place for a woman in Latin American society at the time was 

something I really wanted to escape. Because women were supposed to be beautiful and 

stupid, and I was neither. So I felt very out of place always. (Matilde) 

In another example, one woman describes that were she to have remained in Argentina, she 

would have had fewer opportunities to realize her aspirations: 

I grew up in a society in which everything was determined. If you didn‟t become a 

guerilla, it was…if you did, it was condemned. There were these extremes for the human 

being. For a person to build things in a different way, that it didn‟t have to be one 

extreme or the other. (Andrea) 

 Between seeing challenges in my country firsthand when I was there, to seeing my 

country from a distance once here in the US, it is hard for me not to be critical of the 
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social conditions, poverty, inefficiencies, corruption, and political problems. It‟s hard to 

see, but I don‟t feel any inclination to go back. (Alejandro) 

Hard work is described as an essential element in accessing opportunities that are 

available in the United States and is also linked to the idea that hard work may not be rewarded 

equally in other places. By accessing the opportunity available, this perspective shows that the 

professional individual is then able to maintain a stable lifestyle and avoid downward mobility: 

For example – my brother went to the best university in the country, but when he 

graduated he could not find work for two years. I did not want that to happen to me. That 

wouldn‟t happen in America. There are too many opportunities if you are determined to 

find them. (Alberto)  

As the previous quotes show, the realization of professional goals can serve as a 

motivating aspect of the opportunity promised in the American dream for the professional class. 

However, there are aspects of American culture of which the professionals are critical. The 

professionals were skeptical of the vision of the consumer culture of the country. Instead of 

material wealth being entirely a contribution to the culture of the country, one respondent saw it 

as an unfortunate part of the immigration process: 

A lot of immigrants they just kill themselves working so much and sending all their money 

back home, and doing all this, and doing all that. But then they never give themselves 

anything, and they end up living the same life they had before. (Alberto) 

There is a further critique that the consumer culture is spreading from America to the rest of the 

world (Berger, 2004; Sassatelli, 2007). Instead of being drawn to the material possessions that 

can show improvement in social status, the professional class is hesitant of solely wanting to 

accumulate “stuff” and observes that as a risk of American culture.  
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It‟s such a waste, this consumerism you call it. If something is not working, you don‟t fix 

it, you go get a new one. (Mario) 

For the professional class, the material gains, such as a TV, car, or technology “gadgets,” are 

seen as a distraction in pursuing professional or other lifestyle goals. Overall financial stability is 

assumed to come with professional level employment and therefore material gains are not the 

primary interest of the professional immigrants. As one professional stated:  

Life has a lot more than profits. (Matilde) 

In contrast with immigrants entering in the working class, those inserting into American society 

in the professional class believe in opportunities available, while also being critical of aspects of 

American culture.  

The desire to come to the United States for working class immigrants has been shown by 

previous studies to be based in hopes for improving their livelihood. The American dream serves 

as inspiration to initially migrate and in many cases is maintained despite challenges faced in the 

immigration process. The professional class immigrants, like those in the working class, are 

migrating to pursue opportunity. Instead of being based in financial or class achievements, 

professional and education goals are the greater opportunity sought out. Therefore, the primary 

role of the American dream for the professionals is not the same for the working class. For 

professional class immigrants, only the broad cultural value of rights, which allow each person to 

pursue their lifestyle choices freely, is the attractive factor in the American dream contributing to 

their decision to leave their home country and come to the United States. 

 In further contrast with the motivations for working class immigrants, the professionals 

value the individual success possible through migrating to the United States. Their quotes display 

the significance of their ability to reach their individual potential. They view this as being made 
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possible due to the opportunity in the United States and the limited restrictions on their ability to 

reach those opportunities. For the working class, the stated narrative is based in the solidarity as 

an ethnic group, united in their experiences of immigration (Itzigsohn, 2009). While the 

professionals still have families and hopes for a stable lifestyle, an underlying motivation is 

based in their individual goals.  

While the United States is a place where those individual and collective goals are seen to 

be able to be realized, there are other motivations that are not encompassed in the American 

dream. If individuals are not solely driven to migrate due to the promises inherent in the 

American dream, as many working class immigrants are, we must look at what other factors are 

contributing to the migration of professional class immigrants.  

 

Alternative Motivations 

 If not motivated by the American dream to take on living in the United States, what 

draws professional class immigrants to this country? The motivations for migration for working 

class immigrants have been shown to be primarily seeking out basic financial security. Unlike 

the motivations of working class immigrants examined in previous assimilation studies, 

individuals in the professional class have come to the United States for individual success in 

school, travel, or relationships. These motivations are not centered on the ideals of the American 

dream and collective values, but are more related to a specific opportunity or person that helped 

them see a place for themselves in the United States. For example: 

I never ever thought I would end up here. I had thought of going to another Latin 

American country, maybe even England, but the United States was not anything that I 
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pursued. It was really just serendipity, but ended up being a very good place for me. 

(Andrea) 

Another cause of migration was the knowledge that staying in the country of origin was not an 

option for political or family reasons. Unlike many working class immigrants, those in the 

professional class had options to migrate to other developed countries as well and saw the United 

States as a the default option. For example: 

I was on my way to Canada to study at Toronto, but visited a friend, who is now my 

husband. In the end I never went back to continue my Masters‟ in Toronto. Instead, I 

went to Columbia University.  (Andrea) 

My mom really sent me in the end, to live with my dad in Florida. She‟s thinking, because 

I‟m not paying for a school here in Chile, if you could get a better education there. And if 

I didn‟t, military service at that time was mandatory in Chile, so if it wasn‟t that, it was 

the military. (Alberto) 

There wasn‟t anything I was seeking in the United States in particular. I wanted to leave, 

and then one decision led to the other once I got here, and I stayed. (Matilde) 

Another important difference between the professional and working classes is the initial impetus 

to migrate. For the working class immigrants it is clear that an overall lifestyle improvement 

inspires migration to the United States. However, for the professional class, migration to the 

United States is not in order to find a different life, but instead to use their skills and interests and 

to build on the relationships and talents they can contribute in their new environment.  

I didn‟t come here to make money in the first place. I came here to continue my life. I 

didn‟t come with the wishes that other people bring here, that they want to turn their life 

around. I just want to keep living my life the way I wanted to live it, so it doesn‟t really 
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matter if I‟m here or in Spain. Even if I am where I am I‟m going to make the best of it. 

(Alberto) 

 The motivations for travelling far from home and starting a new life in a new place can 

be diverse and vary by individual experience. The literature and research regarding working class 

immigrants, however, has identified a common thread of opportunities promised in the American 

dream as a primary incentive for taking that chance in migrating to a new country. The hope to 

create a new, more prosperous life led this group to leave their country of origin and go to no 

other country than the United States. They saw migration to the United States encompassing the 

possibility of great opportunities to create a stable life. The motivations are different for the 

professional class. Although they also seek opportunities – to pursue their individual educational 

and professional goals – the priority for this group was to move somewhere outside of their home 

country but was not specifically the United States.  

 How do these differences in motivation for coming to the United States impact an 

individual‟s incorporation process once in the United States? For working class immigrants, their 

experience is largely influenced by the clashing of expectations of the American dream with the 

reality of living in the United States in the working class. The professional class immigrants 

come to the United States with a different set of expectations, at the same time that they are 

incorporating into a higher social class. How will their approach to incorporation be different 

than that of the working class immigrants?  
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A Dual Narrative of Incorporation 

The assimilation theories describe the incorporation of immigrants into American society 

through the hope of achieving greater opportunity in the United States and gradually adjusting to 

American culture. SEI theory states that working class immigrants explain their placement 

within American society through two narratives: the ethnic narrative and the minority narrative. 

As described in the previous section, working class immigrants base their motivation for 

migrating in the promises of opportunity in the United States. While that opportunity can 

sometimes be difficult to attain, they describe their experience as “a new ethnic group on its way 

to making it in America” (Itzigsohn, 2009, p.111). This narrative embraces the collective ethnic 

identity and the promises of achievement of opportunity in the United States. In addition to the 

ethnic narrative, the minority narrative describes the process of incorporation through the status 

as a minority in America. This signifies that although the United States is a place of opportunity, 

the mainstream white population has greater access to those opportunities than the discriminated-

against minority populations, both immigrant and native (Itzigsohn, 2009, p.108). The SEI 

explanation of the minority narrative describes reinforcement through chronic reminders of that 

status from discriminatory acts by the dominant cultural majority.  

SEI‟s findings show that for working class immigrants, both the ethnic and minority 

narratives are used to identify and describe an individual‟s incorporation process. If this were to 

apply to professional class immigrants as well, we would see that in addition to describing the 

incorporation process as a testament to the fulfillment of the American dream, the professionals 

would also see themselves as being a part of a minority group in the United States. The analysis 

in this chapter explores the ways in which the professional class narrates the experience of 

incorporation.  
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The American Dream Narratives 

 The expectation of opportunities and the ability to embrace those opportunities is an 

important way to explain the level of success found in the United States by immigrants. The 

dreams of financial stability, material gains, social mobility, and freedom serve as inspiration to 

newly arrived immigrants. As the literature on working class immigrants has shown, even 

challenges encountered once in the United States can be explained as temporary obstacles in the 

overall process of achieving the American dream. As they create their life in the United States, 

despite facing many obstacles, they still maintain this dream. SEI theory revealed the ethnic 

narrative used by the working class. Their narrative adopts a collective vision of success that is 

possible through attaining opportunities available in the United States and promised in the 

American dream.  

 Professional class immigrants also use the American dream to explain and understand 

their process of incorporating into American society and the reasons - including the United States 

being a place of opportunity, and a place where hard work is appreciated and rewarded - why 

they can live happily in the United States. In contrast with the working class, however, the 

professionals stress the impact of higher levels of education in attaining opportunity in the 

United States. They envision the possible success as individual-based, instead of relating to the 

collective ethnic group.  

The immigrant professionals emphasize that by coming to the United States with 

education and skills one can become very successful and they acknowledge that the process 

would have been more difficult without those skills. While still accepting the United States as an 

opportunity-filled country (aligning with the perception of the American dream), they highlight 
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the impact of class status and individual drive in accelerating that opportunity (individualistic 

explanation instead of collective).  

I came as an educated person and I really had a lot of opportunities that many 

immigrants that come do not have. I was always a fighter in the sense that I would not 

give up just because something didn‟t work out. So I have worked very hard to be where I 

am. Nothing came easily. But I have really learned a lot about how to understand, to feel 

free, this is who I am and how I do things, and if it‟s not exactly what you do that‟s fine. 

(Andrea) 

But it‟s not easy…I already had an education. I already had an experience abroad. I 

came already with my skills and education. I came and I already knew how to do many 

things. (Matilde) 

Although the professional class immigrants do not believe in the mobility of everyone in 

America, seen through Matilde‟s quote, they do place value on the opportunities available for 

those who work hard and seek out opportunities, as both quotes show.  

The professional class immigrants use a variant of the ethnic narrative to explain their 

process of incorporation into American culture. The immigrant professionals reference the 

unique opportunities available in the United States to achieve individual professional and 

academic goals. They also express an appreciation of the rights and freedoms in the United 

States which allow them to be accepted in ways they could not be in their home country. 

 The complexity of the experience of migration cannot be fully grasped through the use of 

only one narrative. For example, the references to “skills” gained from spending time abroad or 

the statement that “this is who I am and how I do things” are not explained through the first 
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narrative. For this reason, the multicultural narrative will be examined in the following section to 

fill in the silences left by the American dream narrative. 

 

Transforming the Minority Narrative 

 We have seen that immigrants coming to the United States driven by certain aspects of 

the American dream explain their process of incorporation through the narrative of that dream as 

a marker and explanation of their level of success. An unpredictable aspect is the extent to which 

the first narrative is silenced and why. Immigrants of all classes aspiring to the American dream 

are sure to encounter complications in the process of incorporation. Itzigsohn‟s research points to 

the struggles of working class immigrants to reconcile those dreams with the sometimes harsh 

realities found in the lower classes in American society, such as discrimination and difficulties in 

education, health care, or welfare systems. Instead of abandoning those dreams entirely, the 

working class immigrants maintain the larger dream while also explaining their situation through 

the second narrative around their minority status. In this narrative, immigrants take on the 

identity as an ethnic minority in the United States and relate their encounter with American 

institutions and mainstream culture with that of African Americans or other racial or ethnic 

minorities.  

In this way, minority status is formed by the definition of the immigrant individual as 

different from the mainstream, by the mainstream‟s negative discriminatory practices, or by 

structural inadequacies towards minority members of society. Professional class immigrants also 

navigate their place through an acceptance of their minority status. The minority label, however, 

is reappropriated by the professional class immigrants by reconstructing minority status from a 

societal stigma to a form of cultural wealth, and becomes a multicultural narrative. The 
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professional class conceptualizes its minority status within the United States as additional 

cultural capital through being able to engage the societal value of multiculturalism. 

 Three main approaches are used by professional class immigrants to describe the 

incorporation process in this new form of the minority narrative, the multicultural narrative. The 

first embraces being an ethnic minority due to perception of America as a place where people 

can maintain their own culture without having to give up who they are, stressing the importance 

and preservation of differences. The second perspective is that beneath all of the superficial 

differences that ethnicity represents - language or skin color, for example - there are skills and 

perspectives that help us all contribute to life in the United States. This narrative stresses the 

sameness among people even when coming from different cultures. The third type of 

multicultural narrative redefines ethnicity as an identity based not only in an individual‟s country 

of origin, but as a composite of different traits, or as one respondent stated, a “combination of 

many things.”6 This explanation references the fact that many professionals have studied or lived 

in many places throughout the world. Even though they place value on their origins, they have 

formed their identity through combining elements from all of the different experiences they have 

had over their lifetime.  

Through each approach to the multicultural narrative, the professional class immigrants 

shift their minority status away from being a challenge to face in American society, to being an 

asset in approaching their work and lifestyle in the United States. All three narratives are 

employed simultaneously by the professionals interviewed, and are not mutually exclusive, as 

the following analysis shows. This new definition of minority status displays an appreciation of 

their individual differences in giving an informed perspective on the life they are leading and 

how they contribute to the cultural fabric of their new home.  

                                                 
6
 Andrea’s interview. 
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 The first form of the multicultural narrative is seen through Mario, Matilde, and Andrea‟s 

explanation of life in the United States. They stress their ability to maintain their own cultural 

identity by valuing the different experiences among people and not boxing anyone in to a single 

vision of America. 

In general, a lot of people think that the real America is that image, or caricature, from 

the 50s: the little house with the white people, but it‟s not like that. You cannot live your 

life in your little house only…I can see so many different America‟s. Everyone has a role 

to play and something to say. (Mario) 

I don‟t feel American. But what is American even? You can see the world of downtown, 

the world of Barrington, the world of the Italians, the world of the Portuguese. The 

melting pot? Not really, because we don‟t all become one thing. You have the Chinese, 

the Latin American, the Italians, the Portuguese, the WASPS…(Mario)  

I still answer I‟m Chilean, for nationality, because I forget I‟m American, so I have to 

think about it now. But no one would ask.  I open my mouth, and they say, where are you 

from? I‟m proud to be Latina, I feel it‟s part of my culture and I‟m very happy to have 

that. (Matilde) 

Professionals also acknowledge their ability to preserve cultural difference as a choice, due to 

being of a higher class. The recognition of class in this narrative exposes the reality that there 

could be negative repercussions for not “blending in” for individuals not in the professional 

class: 

But that‟s nothing compared to what so many people go through, there is no daily 

reminder that I am an immigrant. (Andrea) 
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 The second approach to the multicultural narrative lies at the opposite extreme. Instead of 

drawing out and preserving the differences between people (mainstream and immigrant), the 

second narrative points to the shared traits. This approach emphasizes the importance of looking 

past the label of minority by learning from each other despite ethnic differences. This is based on 

the belief that we are all contributing to common goals as a country. The perspectives from 

Andrea, Mario, Matilde, and Alejandro express the ability to learn together and move past the 

differences to embrace more of the opportunities available in the United States and the world: 

You have to pay attention and value where you are, so you can see the differences and 

understand more of yourself. You first need to accept yourself as a person different from 

the place you are, so that you can bridge those differences, you recognize that there are 

those boundaries. And then comes the time to negotiate those boundaries. (Andrea) 

When I am singing that, it‟s not like I‟m actually singing for singing. I try to make a 

space with a little bit of history, poetry, and some content. And not only for Latin 

Americans. But because we believe that it has something to say today, even in the US, 

anywhere. Because the human experience, the basic structures I mean, it is the same, 

exactly the same, here too. The wrapping paper can change but the structure is the same. 

(Mario) 

In addition to stressing the potential to find similarities between people despite different cultural 

backgrounds, this approach to the multicultural narrative also shows that it can be simpler than 

we expect to overcome those differences.  

There are times when I realized, oh I wasn‟t raised here, I didn‟t grow up here. For 

example, in teaching, when we come up to events or references to popular culture, and I 
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may not understand until I reach it with my children. And then with laughter and 

everything we go back and I start to understand. (Andrea) 

When describing an academic research conference, one doctor said: 

There was only one American there – it wasn‟t about what your background was, after 

all America is a nation of immigrants, but what you bring to the table, how we all could 

contribute to move everyone forward. (Alejandro) 

 The third manner of explaining the value in minority status through the multicultural 

narrative is by embracing the ability of individuals to learn from each culture they experience. 

The variety of experiences helps individuals to form who they are and who they want to be, from 

more than one conception of identity. Both Andrea and Mario use this narrative in describing 

their approach to their place in American society: 

When you have been in different countries and you are uprooted you become yourself in 

different way, you take something from different place. Maybe I am able to be a 

combination of nationalities. One is more than one‟s nationality or ethnicity. (Andrea) 

When you cross cultural boundaries, what holds in one culture does not hold in another. 

And then you are confronted with decisions, and for me, that has been really defining 

what builds the dignity of a human being, deciding what are my principles. And then it 

becomes, it doesn‟t matter whether you are an Argentinean or from the United States, 

Italian, or whoever you are. (Andrea) 

When I say I do not feel American, It‟s not because of a negative way, it‟s by a positive 

way. In the sense that I feel so Chilean, I feel my identity so Latin American from Chile, 

from my cit.  It‟s not because I‟m rejecting the other part, but because I‟m so full of my 
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own identity. And of course I‟m including a lot of stuff from all the places I‟ve been, and 

gradually I‟m incorporating stuff, but I want to take the authentically human aspects that 

I can get. (Mario) 

The presence of the dual narrative to explain the process of incorporation among 

immigrants speaks to the dichotomy of experience in the United States. Immigrants at the same 

time embrace the ideals of what it means to be an American while struggling with the reality of 

feeling different from the people around them. The impact of class is visible in the narratives 

used by professional class immigrants to explain this mixed experience. The professionals have 

the ability to control the distribution of cultural capital in redefining the label of minority from a 

disadvantage to an asset. 

  

Conclusions  

This chapter began by investigating the place of the American Dream for professional 

class immigrants. Examination of the data reveals that because the perception of the American 

dream is different for this group of skilled professional individuals, their motives for migrating to 

the United States are also different. Like the working class immigrants, the professionals come in 

order to attain more success than they believe they could find in their home countries. However, 

they are more critical of the sacrifices that must be made to achieve those goals.  

Another significant divergence from the working class immigrants studied in previous 

academic research, and specifically by Itzigsohn with the SEI theory, is the presence of a 

different narrative of incorporation into American culture and society. When immigrants 

describe their ability and process of incorporating, those in the working class make use of the 

ethnic narrative (embracing belief in unique opportunities available in the United States) in 
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addition to the minority narrative (classifying themselves as a minority population which is 

distinct and less supported than the mainstream population). In contrast, professional class 

immigrants describe their process of incorporation through the American dream narrative and the 

multicultural narrative.   

The first narrative describes incorporation into the United States through either support or 

critique of the values of the American dream. This narrative frames the incorporation process 

and reasons for migrating as centered on individual goals and lifestyle choices, in contrast to the 

collective narratives observed in the working class. Their second narrative, the multicultural 

narrative, takes on the title of minority as a tool to contribute more fully in American society. 

They also acknowledge their privilege in being able to embrace the positive aspects of their 

minority status through entering the social system at the professional level and not the working 

class level. They point to the importance of education and coming with skills as reasons why 

they were able to transform ethnicity from a stigma marker to a status marker.  

The central argument developed in this chapter is that class impacts the conception of the 

American dream by immigrants in the professional class and also impacts the control over 

cultural capital. The result is that professional immigrants have the ability to transform their 

identity as an immigrant from a cultural and structural barrier within American society to an 

additional resource. This chapter answered the questions regarding the impact of class on the 

narrative of incorporation for immigrants in the United States. The narrative is only a part of the 

process of incorporation of immigrants. Still left unanswered is in the manner in which the 

professional class‟s encounters with American culture influenced their transnational identities.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Experiences of Incorporation 
 

 

 The previous chapter discussed the narrative of incorporation within the professional 

class of immigrants and concluded that this differs from that of immigrants from the working 

class. In this chapter, we see that the narrative is only one part of incorporation, and we must 

look at the actual experience of incorporation for the complete picture. The encounters with 

American society in professional, educational, and social realms can influence self-identity and 

perceptions of where one fits in the United States. This chapter describes the ways in which the 

professional class makes choices of ethnic identity and how those choices impact their social 

lives and process of incorporation. The social and professional networks that this group forms 

are a reflection of their sense of identity in American society. Immigrants must make both major 

and minor decisions about ways to represent or preserve their native culture, for themselves, their 

children, or the new society they encounter. The dual narrative of incorporation that was 

described in the previous chapter shows the ability of professional class immigrants to frame 

their minority status as an asset and as a contribution to American society. This chapter will 

investigate the actions taken by professionals to maintain and live that identity in Providence.  

 The study by Itzigsohn, which looked at working class immigrants in Providence, shed 

light on the ethnoracial stratification which occurs when incorporating into the United States. 

This means that for working class individuals studied (1
st
 and 2

nd
 generation Dominicans in 

Providence), incorporation was largely impacted by racial boundaries that shape socioeconomic 
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stratification for all Americans. As mentioned in the previous chapter, this study includes 

immigrant professionals in Providence of differing backgrounds and stories of migration. For 

this chapter it is helpful to divide those experiences for a more thorough and accurate analysis. 

The first group includes immigrants in Providence who are professionals now and who came to 

the United States as members of the skilled professional class. The individuals in the first group 

came and have remained in the professional class. These individuals were legally able to 

continue their studies in the United States, received their undergraduate education before 

arriving, or were able to transfer their professional credentials successfully when migrating. 

Those in the second group are currently in the professional class, but upon arrival in the United 

States were in the working class, and in most cases spent time undocumented. The immigrants in 

the second group often only had a high school education before migrating or were unable to 

transfer their credentials from prior work experience when moving to the United States. This 

chapter examines these two segments of the professional class and their encounters with the 

American mainstream. It analyses those aspects which differ from the working class and from 

within the professional class, and how those differences shape their identities and actions.  

 

Encounters with the American Mainstream 

 As explored in the previous chapter, the professional class immigrants altered the 

narrative of their minority status to place value on their cultural differences and their ability to 

succeed as individuals. Their reaffirmation of the minority status, or multicultural narrative, 

appears consistently in both groups of professionals. However, the differences of culture, 

language, and background, can still cause dissonance when interacting in personal and 

professional spheres in American mainstream society. 
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The two main areas where interviewees encountered the “mainstream” in the United 

States were through pursuing higher education and through their profession. These interactions 

were at times discriminatory, a challenge to the cultural values previously held, and at times 

simply a reminder of a language barrier when not fluently speaking English. By examining the 

professional skilled immigrants‟ encounter with the American mainstream, we hope to gain 

insight into the ways in which these encounters shape their self-identity.  Later in the chapter we 

will examine how self-identity shapes the social networks and community involvement of the 

professional class in different ways from the working class.  

 

Open Doors: Experiences of the Previously Professional Class 

 The professionals who entered the United States in the same class where they find 

themselves today have experienced mainstream institutions mostly through higher education 

institutions or through their role as professionals living in Providence. Although they are also 

living in a diverse city, they encounter this diversity as professionals, in addition to their status as 

immigrants (which entails having a native language other than English and cultural traditions 

different from those portrayed as being of mainstream Americans). 

For the first group of professionals, encounters with the mainstream have not been 

described as discriminatory. Instead their accounts explain the encounter with the mainstream 

simply as contact with people of different cultures.  

As Matilde explains: 

I have an accent. And I look differently. But I don‟t feel discriminated or an outsider 

because others treat me differently. I‟m different because I am. Everyone feels different 

from somebody else for different reasons.  
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In contrast with the results from Itzigsohn‟s study,7 many of the professionals in this 

study have acknowledged that their racial alignment is with the mainstream. Therefore, they 

bypassed some challenges that could have presented themselves due to discriminatory barriers 

present in the United States. 

 Andrea states: 

We have to be honest, I have fair skin. This is one thing I have seen in friends who are 

from Mexico. Sometimes things haven‟t been that easy. And it‟s very unfair, it‟s terrible, 

but this is who I am. I can‟t change it. But I recognize that it does open doors here. Or at 

least it doesn‟t close them immediately. 

Mario reports a similar sentiment in his experience with his ethnic diversity going unnoticed (due 

to racial similarity with mainstream) until his accent is heard: 

And I don‟t look “Latino.” I think America is very racist in general. But other places are 

too. It‟s not just here. I can see the difference, because I don‟t look typically Latino, and 

because I was educated here and there, and until I open my mouth nobody reacts…I will 

keep my accent forever, but even with the accent, they say „Oh, that‟s interesting‟ „so you 

are Polish, you are Jewish, you‟re European.‟ No, I‟m Latino. „Oh well, you don‟t look 

Latino.‟ I‟m like, what does that mean, Latino? 

Matilde, Andrea, and Mario‟s quotes reflect an acknowledgement of differences by both 

the mainstream and the immigrants themselves. One theme is that race would be a barrier, but is 

not for this group of professionals because they are white. Another is that although they are 

recognized as different by the mainstream, this does not seem to manifest itself in fewer options 

for education, employment, or social interactions. It does show however, that even though the 

                                                 
7
 More information on the specific challenge of race for Dominicans in Providence see Itzigsohn, Jose. 2009: 47, 53, 

67, 78, 105-6. 
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minority status is positively appropriated by the immigrants (as examined in the previous 

chapter), it seems to not be viewed as positively by the mainstream.  

The reaction of the professional class immigrants to the mainstream exemplifies the 

multicultural narrative previously described. In addition to simply noting the differences, they 

point out an absurdity in the distinctions themselves, seen through Mario‟s statement, “What 

does that mean, Latino?” or through Matilde‟s remark that, “I‟m different because I am.” Both 

individuals recognize the distinctions made between themselves and the mainstream, but also 

point out that they cannot take it too seriously because ultimately the differences are what make 

them who they are and as Andrea expresses, “I can‟t change it.”  

The individuals who enter the United States through a context of the professional class 

immediately embrace the multicultural narrative in framing their differences from the 

mainstream. They are able to preserve and defend their cultural distinctions due to their 

experience of educational and employment stability. Their differences are not negative in most of 

their encounters with the mainstream and they seem to face less discrimination than other 

immigrant groups. 

 

Unsupportive Environments: the Previously Working Class and Education 

 The professionals who enter the United States through the working class have a very 

different encounter with mainstream American culture. Upon arrival without the recognized 

credentials, citizenship, or accepted diploma, this group has found it more difficult to defend, and 

to find reassurance in, their differences from the mainstream. The experience of continuing 

education in the United States, for undergraduate and/or graduate degree, for this group of 
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immigrants resulted in many interactions with other Americans and shaped their perception of 

their status in the United States.  

 Discrimination for this group is more pronounced. For many individuals in this group, the 

time they spent illegally in the United States created many obstacles for education and 

employment. The ability to find work was limited during that time and the options for 

educational programs were costly and more restricted. Coupled with the logistical difficulties of 

illegality, this group of to-be-/previously-professionals explains negative encounters with 

individuals in the mainstream. The differences between this group of immigrants and the 

mainstream were sources of discrimination by the mainstream and of discomfort for the 

immigrants. 

 An example of the challenge faced by this group comes from Graciela, a Columbian 

woman who studied nursing in Rhode Island. She explains that the fact that she was different 

meant she was singled out and not respected by her peers: 

 At Rhode Island College, I always felt like it didn‟t belong to me, that I didn‟t belong 

there…There was not much support. My accent would scare everybody there…They have 

changed and learned more now to be more open, but I remember going there after my 

factory job, and I would go to say something to the receptionist and she would look at me 

like I had 3 heads. Maybe because of my accent, maybe my clothes.  

Her description shows the role that discrimination played in her education experience. The 

education challenges are also apparent in another student‟s statement that, “You not only had to 

be good, you had to be better than the American students. (Alejandro)” Although both examples 

show that these immigrants were able to participate in the American education system, they were 
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not treated equally among their American peers. However, in the face of a challenging 

environment, these individuals adapted and found ways to not only survive but also to succeed. 

 Despite the obstacle of others‟ perceptions, Graciela describes that “I knew it made me 

feel bad, but it didn‟t make me stop, because… I learned how to handle that situation.” The 

negative interactions with the white majority of American students did not impede Graciela‟s 

progress, but instead she adapted to the situation by trying even harder. For example, she 

explains that she formed a study group with two other immigrants in her class because 

“discrimination wasn‟t going to stop me, and between them I kind of was the leader, because I 

could push them to be tough, because the curriculum itself was not easy.” By forming a study 

group with other students and by stirring up the determination to face the daily encounters in an 

unsupportive environment, Graciela was able to graduate from her program.  

 In addition to academic perseverance, she also describes the importance of specific 

friendships that allowed her to locate support in a challenging program. She states that she “was 

lucky enough, to have them as friends. We could share our own cultures, but had something in 

common. I found wonderful people, but it‟s hard, the whole environment. It is hard to find the 

people for support. It is not too welcoming…” Her friendships with other non-natives gave 

Graciela the support she was looking for in school.  

 Graciela‟s experience aligns with other studies on working class immigrants, and 

contrasts with the experience of the professionals examined in the previous section. Instead of 

identifying herself as a nurse, or by her music interests, Graciela connects to other students in her 

program through her immigrant status. She relates to them because of the shared experience of 

immigration and a separation from the mainstream group of students. For the professionals 

discussed in the previous section, when encountering the mainstream they were less 
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discriminated against and had the language and credential tools to bypass other discrimination or 

to reframe their projection of minority status. As we will continue to examine in this chapter, the 

encounter with the mainstream shapes how different immigrants view their place in the United 

States. For Graciela, while she was in the working class, she felt unwelcome, in contrast to 

Matilde‟s stance that because everyone is different in some way she refuses to be considered an 

outsider. Graciela‟s schooling was crucial in shaping her experience in the United States. She 

encountered obstacles of judgment and discrimination in the school environment, but found key 

ways to overcome the obstacles so that they did not stop her from pushing harder and pursuing 

success. 

In contrast, the schooling environment is not always a source of discriminatory events 

and for some young professionals was a place of learning and cultural exchange. For Alberto, 

many of his friendships stem from his college years in Miami, Montreal and Providence. He 

says:  

I have friends that went to school with me, other people from New York, New Jersey…It‟s 

interesting, it happens within the country. You meet people from other states, because 

everything is so different in different states. But once again, it doesn‟t happen on its own, 

a part of it is that it‟s my personality. I‟m just outgoing, „hey, how are you, be my friend.‟ 

Not everybody is like that. 

As a student studying music in different locations, Alberto formed solid friendships in the school 

and work environments in which he lived over the past 10 years. Instead of the challenges in 

those environments being ethnicity or nationality-based, he commented that finding the right 

school program for his musical study interests was of greater concern. This is an example of the 

secondary importance of his immigrant status in shaping his incorporation into the United States. 
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Understanding Exploitation: the Previously Working Class in the Workplace 

 Other forms of discrimination were found in the workplace. Several respondents had 

working class jobs in the United States before securing employment which recognized their 

professional credentials or before they were legally authorized to work. Although discrimination 

could be experienced in any form of employment, factory jobs in particular presented an 

environment with more explicit forms. Natalina describes her experience going from her 

professional background in accounting to a factory as follows: 

 I felt like I was being exploited. When I was in the university in Peru, we learned the 

models of management….and then I come to the United States, and worked in a line and 

you couldn‟t talk to the person next to  you….and I said to myself, „Oh my god, I can‟t 

believe that it was in the 20
th

 century.‟ 

In one story, Natalina describes the power dynamics of the factory job environment:  

I worked in the jewelry factory and I was making the rings and the molds. And I kinda 

learned the system, and I figured out how without us working harder, how we can make 

certain types of rings easier…And I went to my supervisor, with my broken English, and 

explained that I figured out how to make it faster. And she got mad at me. And I was like, 

I was just trying to better the production…Why did she do that? Because I didn‟t speak 

English, because I look the way I look….  Was it because I didn‟t look like her, and she 

was white, blue eyes…I don‟t know…And so I said, well, it‟s her loss not mine. 

Even though Natalina and the other respondents acknowledged the challenge of the 

discrimination in the factory workplace, they also state that “I was happy I was at least doing that 

and earning some money.” (Natalina) The impact of the discrimination, although initially 

surprising for most the skilled migrants, was expected to be temporary. This group of immigrants 
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was able to attain legal status after several months, and sometimes several years. Due to the legal 

status change, options for employment improved and they rapidly were able to pursue their 

professional aspirations. The following section discusses the experience of this group of 

immigrants in the transition from working to professional class in Providence.  

 

The Benefits and Costs of Class Transition 

 The incorporation process was not uniformly experienced by individuals who entered the 

United States through the working class and are now in the professional class. While facing 

certain challenges and encounters with the mainstream upon arrival, the ascension into their 

current professional status altered their incorporation trajectory. As previous literature would 

predict, while in the working class, the individuals experienced higher levels of discrimination, 

less access to key institutions (education, health, employment) and social networks greatly 

shaped by their ethnic identity. However, this group departed from that path once recognized 

legally. The characteristics which define the professional class began to apply to these 

individuals – active social networks of individuals from mixed cultural backgrounds in addition 

to a variety of activities untied to ethnicity or work. This transitional group remains distinct from 

the group of immigrants who arrived in the professional class. Due to their previous experiences 

they understand their incorporation process from the working class perspective, while living their 

lives currently as professionals. This section explores how experiences in both segments of the 

class structure impacted the identity and social networks of these individuals. 

 Many respondents explained that after acquiring legal status, learning English, and 

gaining the credentials for their current form of employment, they felt more confident standing 

up to comments they disagreed with, whether directed at them or others. “At that time if I saw 
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something, an injustice, I wasn‟t able to express it that much. Because I didn‟t have the words in 

English, I didn‟t feel the power. Now I do. (Graciela)” Natalina stated that, “When I got my 

papers, I felt so liberated.” The immigrants feel more confident defending themselves and their 

beliefs once they are on equal legal and linguistic footing as their peers. 

 These individuals acknowledge that the professional working environment does not have 

the same explicit forms of discrimination as the working class factory jobs. They recognize the 

power dynamics at work in schooling or work environments where “you don‟t fight with the 

ones giving you the grade or the ones giving you the food (Graciela)” and that “I felt like I had to 

have my feet well grounded because if you‟re going to be in that environment then you really 

need to (Graciela).” At the same time, once in the professional work environment, they describe 

the increased ability to “not let it bother me…If I feel that I am being treated that way I just let it 

be known that this is my point of view, you like or not. In a very polite way, of course. (Isabela)” 

Isabela and Graciela‟s quotes show the increase in personal confidence through the acquisition of 

skills, which becomes possible once legally established. In addition, they explain the shift to the 

new work environment, where differing views and opinions can be valued.  

 The forms of discrimination that they do report encountering while in the professional 

class are less explicit. Natalina explains: 

When I talk to some people, and they don‟t know who I am, people like, don‟t even try to 

understand me, what I am saying. But if I tell them that I work for Bristol Community 

College, that I am a program coordinator, or when I used to work for the American 

Cancer Society, it was like a complete change in attitude. Complete change.  

The stereotypes and judgments that arise as a result of the divergences from the mainstream are 

encountered differently once individuals are in the professional class. The impact of class on 
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those judgments is highlighted as actions from the mainstream can so drastically shift once the 

immigrant‟s professional status is recognized. Similar to Andrea‟s statement in the previous 

section regarding her acknowledgement of reduced barriers due to her race, Natalina‟s example 

shows that discrimination is felt differently between social classes. Those in the second group of 

my study, who transitioned from the working class to the professional class, have a unique 

perspective due to their experiences of both forms of discrimination and their current place in the 

professional class.  

 Although the initial experiences of discrimination from the second group align with the 

experiences of other working class immigrants, once in the professional class, this group begins 

to match the professionals described earlier in this chapter and in the previous chapter. Through a 

more supportive work environment and greater confidence in personal skills, the comments that 

could be perceived as discriminatory are prevented from escalating.  

 The transition from working to professional class was not easy for the immigrants in this 

study. As Natalina stated:  

I feel that all my adult life I‟m living here, and I‟m really happy with what I‟ve got. It cost 

me. I had to make a lot of sacrifices. But I think that it was worth it. I get what I want 

now.  

Through this transition, the encounter with the mainstream shifted and discrimination was no 

longer felt in unsupportive environments or through explicit disapproval. Once employed in their 

professions, individuals in the second group were able to find protection and empowerment in 

their language skills, professional credentials, and legal statuses. They, like the professionals in 

the first group, recognize that their current class position largely excludes them from many 

disadvantages the working class immigrants face. The manner in which each professional 
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encountered discrimination and resolved the experience shaped his/her social networks and how 

he/she found a place in American society.  

 

Becoming Americanized?  

 As we saw in the previous chapter, the dual narrative of the professional class celebrated 

minority status as a contribution to society in the United States. What led to that narrative? As 

the previous section explained, different forms of discrimination were experienced by both 

segments of the professional class. When faced with a different schooling or work environment, 

many professionals balance adapting to the new environment with maintaining the identity that 

gives them strength in challenging periods. This section focuses on the manner in which the 

encounter with the American mainstream shapes the identities of the immigrants.  

 When defining themselves and their place in the United States, the migrants stress the 

importance of remembering their origins. The SEI and segmented assimilation theories both 

predict this outcome. For the professional class as well, the characteristics associated with being 

a professional (credentials, education) are combined with contributions from their culture and 

play an important role in the creation of their particular dual narrative of incorporation. However, 

the process of cultural preservation is anything but straightforward. Although many professionals 

acknowledge their embrace of both American and ethnic identities, balancing them can be 

challenging. In addition to facing discrimination and obstacles due to their differences from 

mainstream Americans, many of the immigrants interviewed found strength in the preservation 

of pieces of themselves that were derived from family and cultural values.  

 As much of the literature on immigration explains, when immigrants encounter a new 

culture they must make decisions, for themselves and for their families, regarding which parts of 
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their culture they will maintain and which aspects they are willing to forego. Some examples 

include the decision to only speak Spanish when raising children and the decision to allow them 

to respond in English if they prefer. In many cases, this may not be an explicit process, such as 

using more English words while still communicating primarily in Spanish. One professional 

talked about the less conscious changes after living in the United States for a long time:  

The same changes have happened to me. Like taking the bus, I used to, but then now I 

drive my car… 

I don‟t know if it‟s that I‟m getting older and getting more information, but somehow, 

now I can watch NBC and find something that is going to identify with me. Whereas 

before, I was like…in a bubble. (Alberto) 

In making cultural navigations, each person bases their decisions on how they view their place in 

the United States.  

 As we saw in the previous section, the working class and professional class immigrants 

frame their identities differently in the incorporation process. Graciela‟s experience forming 

social ties with fellow immigrants at Rhode Island College is an example of her immigrant status 

serving as a prominent aspect of her self-definition at the time. In contrast, the members of the 

second group (from working class to professional class) begin to align with the professionals 

where aspects other than immigrant status are primary defining factors of their identity. For this 

reason, the preservation of culture usually comes across for the professionals in minor ways, 

instead of being the center of their identity. One example comes from Alberto who describes the 

characteristics of his Chilean identity that he has maintained. This passage also shows his 

cultural perceptions and how he finds ways to combine his old and new cultures: 
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I always put a flirt to it to make it Chilean. In music, sometimes it might sound like I‟m 

playing straight up folk, but then I‟ll throw something in…Also, I will just say things, to 

spice things up. Like my friends who are Marines, I‟ll tell them I want to be a Communist, 

and I think their heart stops. So I‟m very Chilean. We‟re revolutionary. We believe in the 

power of moving the people. And I believe that if I stand strong to my ideals no one‟s 

going to step over me, if I set the boundaries. And that‟s how I live by. 

Alberto takes pride in the aspects of his culture that he maintains, while acknowledging that he is 

“Americanizing” as he expresses in the previous quote (“The same changes have happened to 

me…”) Mario also describes his cultural preservation through the music he performs in 

Providence: 

I‟m always trying to talk to the people, explain my music, I recall so many things, it was 

17 years of dictatorship and that was a time when I was in the priesthood. And now I look 

back and I realize how many times we risked our lives. And that music was part of…the 

process, well not the process, but like when I am singing that, its not like I‟m actually 

singing for singing. I try to make a space with a little bit of history, poetry and some 

content.   

In addition to preserving cultural values to find comfort, strength, and form an identity in 

a new place, the professionals also make choices about the extent to which they share that culture 

with others. As Isabela explains, she views sharing her cultural background with her son as an 

important, if challenging, part of her role as a parent: 

As a person and as a mom, yes, I do try to maintain our culture. I feel very proud of my 

Latino roots and I try to do that with my son. But again, you can only do so much. Like 

I‟ve spoken to him ever since he was born in Spanish, and yet, he still hasn‟t picked up 
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the language. So those are the things that may be lost. But I try not to. I read to him 

about Spanish culture, about how things came about, and our background and where 

he‟s from. 

 The process of adapting to life in the United States is occurring at the same time as the 

ties to their country of origin are challenged. The community in which professionals find 

themselves greatly depends on how they see themselves fitting into the new society. As Alberto 

stated: 

I feel very confused because I‟m so pale white. People, all the time, when I go to use a 

language, like I go to a Mexican restaurant, you know reaching out for land contact, they 

speak to me in English. And I have to break the ice and speak in Spanish first. I don‟t 

know…I‟m very Americanized, I‟m willing to accept that. I am very Chilean. We have 

such strong points of view about everything. Everyone has something they just can‟t 

stand, and I won‟t ever give in. So I am an Americanized-Chilean. 

Or as Matilde explains about her family: 

The household was Spanish speaking while the kids were little. Then after entering 

school, English slipped into regular family life.  

Alberto also communicates the challenge of cultural transition. As he explains though, it is 

possible to find a balance between the new American culture and his native Chilean culture: 

I don‟t know. I‟m confused. When you live long time in different places, you get to know 

where the streets are…I guess I consider Santiago my hometown more than anything, but 

I like, couldn‟t drive there anymore, because all the roads have changed…I have many 

homes now. 
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 As the professionals move through their life, education, and employment in the United 

States, they take on some American traits while preserving cultural traits from their country of 

origin. In facing the interactions with the American mainstream, as discussed in the previous 

section, each person makes choices about how to resolve challenges and move forward in their 

life in the United States. As the next section describes, the formation of community participation 

and social networks builds on those individual encounters and can result in a different path 

towards incorporation than the working class. For professionals, the ability to reframe their 

ethnic differences (dual narrative) and to overcome educational barriers allows them to bypass 

challenges which can hinder the success of many unskilled immigrants. 

 

The Formation of Social Networks 

 In Itzigsohn‟s research, the social networks of the working class immigrants interviewed 

were largely based around their ethnic identity in the United States. As Itzigsohn (2009) states, 

“Becoming American means becoming Latino” (p.189). The SEI theory explains that the 

immigrants in the study incorporated into the United States between the “faultlines” of American 

society, amidst the racial and ethnic barriers, and definitions, in the health, education and 

employment systems. For the working class respondents in Itzigsohn‟s study, the self-

identification that occurred was impacted by the categories that already existed in the United 

States – racially black/Hispanic/white, or ethnically, Latino/American.  

 For example, one skilled immigrant interviewee, Andrea, not only has lived as an 

immigrant here, but also for many years in Italy. Her identity is not necessarily defined by her 

minority status and how that status is conceptualized in the United States. She does not primarily 

identify herself by being an immigrant, or by having Spanish as a first language. Instead, she is 
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more defined as a parent in her children‟s school system and as a professor. If this is the case, 

then her community involvement in Providence, and the social networks she forms, will look 

different than in the working class.  

 The incorporation process for immigrants ranges from changes in how they see 

themselves in relation to their country of origin, to other immigrants, or to what they consider to 

be the mainstream of America. It is possible that the cultural and linguistic differences between 

migrant and new host society, labeled as boundaries, can shape the path an immigrant has in the 

United States. From self-identification stems the social networks and community to which the 

individual belongs. For the immigrants in Itzigsohn‟s study, racialization guides the process of 

socioeconomic incorporation into American society (Itzigsohn, 2009, p.53). After living in the 

United States for many years, the social networks are based around an ethnic identity, which 

manifests itself in social, community, and political participation in nationality-based and 

ethnicity-based activities and groups. 

 The faultlines that define the incorporation process for working class migrants may be 

different or bypassed by the professional skilled migrants. As the previous chapter described, 

skilled immigrants come with different expectations and different options for employment. 

Perhaps due to the higher education level and financial opportunities in the jobs for skilled 

workers, the segments of society those professionals are exposed to differ from those of the 

working class. In some cases, the obstacles of language and cultural barriers can manifest 

themselves in isolation for an immigrant. However, as segmented assimilation and SEI theories 

discuss, the networks formed around ethnic identity can contribute to supporting immigrants in 

the incorporation process. Itzigsohn examines several social connections for the Dominican 

immigrants in Providence ranging from cultural to political organizations. For professional class 
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immigrants, the potential isolation is in many cases avoided by previously established language 

skills, professional networks, or ties to the United States through a significant other. These 

characteristics in themselves do not ease the transition, but can point to some mechanisms that 

make the transition for professionals different from that of the working class.  

 Despite the differences in family background, country of origin, and initial education 

level, the professionals in this sample are highly involved in the community and have diverse 

social networks. The individuals in the sample experienced differing levels of discrimination. 

However, the goal of excelling in their profession and of contributing in their community gave 

them strength to stand up to the discrimination, or ignore it, enabling them to continue on their 

path. In overcoming the obstacles of discrimination and legal status, each interviewee cited key 

figures that helped them as they pursued their current professional employment, ranging from 

family ties, to professional networks, to local community organizations. The ability to overcome 

many of the obstacles, therefore, was a combination of individual strength, skills, and contacts.  

 Many of the individuals in the study emphasized individual strength and family values as 

contributing to their ability to overcome the challenges they faced in the United States. In 

addition to these personal characteristics or contacts, they also described several organizations in 

Providence which assisted their transition. The community level organizations, CHisPA and 

Progreso Latino, were described as key transitional organizations due to employment 

opportunities at the organizations themselves or due to services that they offered.  

 As examined in the previous section, when faced with the encounter with the American 

mainstream and challenges of discrimination, people make decisions about how to present 

themselves and formulate who they are in the new country. For the professional class, most were 

able to preserve aspects of their own culture while learning new ways of living. This navigation 
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also occurs in the working class, but perhaps to a different end. While aspects of their native 

culture, for the working class, may strengthen their social networks and community involvement, 

for the professional class, that occurs less frequently. For example, only one participant in my 

research is highly socially active solely in Latino networks. In this case, the language barrier was 

still significant enough that it was more comfortable to participate in groups that functioned 

mostly in Spanish instead of English.  

 Many of the professionals interviewed (nine of eleven interviewees) have active social 

networks, mixed between Americans and Latinos, and are involved in a range of community 

organizations. Of those people, just under half are engaged in social activities unrelated to Latino 

issues or cultural events and are instead centered on music, sport, or academic interests. For these 

several respondents, their interests outside of the work environment are not based around their 

identity as an ethnic minority, but instead other interests not nationality or ethnicity-based. As 

Alberto explained: 

After three years of living here, I only just made contact with the Latin community…I met 

really good friends here, really good friends. Not through my profession, just the way I 

live my life. I choose people I want to spend my time with. It‟s not necessarily just based 

on one interest. Soccer, music, partying, bars, school, West Side, everyone comes out 

together. 

Mario shares similar sentiments: 

I feel closer to people not in my field, but outside of it. The group of friends I have, mostly 

we share interests, even some of them are doctors or lawyers, but we have that thing for 

res publica, the public thing, the social stuff.  
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 Another segment of the professionals interviewed, who were socially active in a mixed 

social network, were only active in the community in Latino-based organizations. Each of the 

professionals in this category have resided in the United States for over 10 years and have active 

social groups that consist of people, both Latinos and Americans, who they have met over the 

years. This reflects an active American-nationality identity that shows their incorporation 

socially into the American mainstream while still maintaining cultural networks. Their 

community involvement in Latino issues, such as participation in advocacy for immigrant rights 

legislation or politics, shows the maintenance of their identity as a minority.  

 Unlike all others mentioned, a few professionals interviewed are more socially isolated 

and do not participate in any social or community organizations. Those networks they do 

participate in are American, and not culture-based. In some ways this is an extreme form of 

incorporation because their life, described as being based entirely around the nuclear family, 

differs greatly from that of the large family networks in many of the Latin American countries of 

origin mentioned. For some respondents, upon reflecting on this new social life, they 

acknowledge the greater isolation in the United States, but at the same time balance it with the 

ability to achieve professional goals and a desirable standard of living.  

As Matilde describes:  

One of the things that has suffered from moving from place to place and trying to raise 

kids while having two careers is the social aspect. I have not sought them…So I teach 

and have a job, and I cook, you know, life at home. So when I make a decision to do 

something above and beyond those things, it is always related to my students…Most time 

is spent in my office or in my kitchen. My life is very simple with a lot of work, and also 

family time which is very important, it‟s wonderful. If you look at other families with the 
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similar background, kids and two careers, you see it is very similar. It is a decision we 

made to change careers so that I could be home for dinner.  

The social ties and community networks that professionals form in the United States are shaped 

by the opportunities they have open to them due to their educational and cultural backgrounds. In 

approaching their social actions the professionals can find strength from cultural preservation 

and also from the enrichment of a variety of interests unrelated to their immigrant status.  

 Many immigrants in the professional class are juggling their adaptation into the new 

society with their native cultural values and practices. While the previous sections discussed the 

discrimination the two groups of immigrant professionals faced due to differences from the 

mainstream, this section addressed their self-perception and identity formation in response to, or 

in despite of, those cultural challenges. The shift in social status of the second group created a 

unique perception of the place of immigrants in the United States. The second group aligned with 

the actions of the first group of professionals in creating social networks and finding a stable 

balance between American and native cultures. The next section will discuss the presence of a 

class narrative among the professional class and their perspectives on immigration in the United 

States. 

 

Professional Class Discourse 

 The professionals interviewed in this study took two stances in their perspectives on other 

immigrants within the United States. Most of the professionals interviewed, and all of those who 

spent time in the working class, expressed solidarity with all other immigrants in the United 

States. With some overlap, there were also some respondents who drew distinctions between 
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themselves and the working class in the perceptions they held of opportunity and the ways of 

incorporating into American society.  

 The discourse of solidarity was conveyed by almost all of the professionals interviewed. 

This solidarity stemmed from personal connections to people in the working class, the 

experience of being a part of the working class, and from personal beliefs in the rights that all 

people have. Natalina‟s statement exemplifies this perspective: 

I remember. I came out on the other side. So I know, I know the feeling of the other 

immigrants who don‟t have papers, I had the same situation. When I met people who 

came through the Mexican frontier, oh my god, I couldn‟t believe the stories. It was 

awful. 

This sentiment was echoed by many others as well. Many of the professionals take action in the 

local community to either help other immigrants directly or to serve as advocates for immigrants 

in the community. Andrea expressed: 

I hurt enormously for the situation of immigrants today. That is why I have been active, 

creating a consciousness among people about legislating correctly for immigration given 

it‟s fundamental.  

Isabela explained her involvement: 

Maybe because of what I‟ve gone through…That has helped me. Because of that, I am on 

top of the situation for illegals, how politics affects them. I am part of an organization… 

to educate the Latino community about what‟s going on in their environment for them to 

be aware. And whenever it comes time for voting, to make the right decision about what 

will benefit them. 
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The perspective of solidarity with other immigrants shapes the discourse of the professionals as 

they align themselves with other immigrants, take a role in assisting others to become legal, and 

encourage political action.  

 A second perspective draws distinctions between professional versus working class 

immigrants. This discourse points out the distinctions between the two classes due to different 

goals, expectations, credentials, and skill sets. Isabela describes how the perspective of some 

working class immigrants does not match up with the reality of being in the United States. This 

particular example shows that Isabela is separating herself, a professional, from the other 

immigrants who hold the view she describes, and that the cause of the different expectations is 

class-based: 

People want to come to the United States, but they don‟t see it as an environment where 

they have to work hard to overcome their obstacles, so many that we confront…That 

would be the difference…I would think that everything was served on a silver platter. 

Where in reality, you really have to work to get where you are and you never stop 

working. You always strive to get better than that…They think that here you have 

everything, and that you have to do very little to maintain it. 

Isabela‟s description does not place judgment on the working class immigrants, but simply 

expresses that, because she is in the professional class, she has a different understanding of the 

costs of the opportunities in America.  

 Another distinction between the professional and working class is shown through the 

acknowledgement of the ability to break through the barriers of language and cultural 

differences. As the quotes from the professionals already have expressed, they acknowledge that 

their skills and credentials have allowed them to overcome many obstacles that could have 
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arisen. Alberto describes another viewpoint on the differences between working and professional 

class immigrants:  

….especially since I‟d been working in the food industry, which I guess is a big 

stereotype... But the kitchens have their only language, so people are not required to 

speak English and still get their work done. So it‟s something they can overcome, the 

language barrier. Some of them come from very rural areas in their home countries and 

then they have to work here. But they can get by and not really exchange cultural 

moments with people. Because they just don‟t know how to speak English and they just 

care about making money. It‟s different. 

Alberto describes the people who live and work in the United States without incorporating into 

society as very different from himself and his own experience.  

 The discourse of the professional class is not unified, but takes two parts. The first, 

explains their class position as one in solidarity with the working class and illegal immigrants. 

This first discourse draws on the similarities among immigration experiences to link together the 

classes with the goal of improving conditions for all immigrants. The second describes the 

professional class as distinct from the working class due to expectations and experiences of life 

in the United States. Each manner of discourse acknowledges the greater ease of incorporation of 

the professional class due to their class status and describes the importance of using their 

education and influence to help others.  

 

Conclusions 

 This chapter discusses the ways in which the encounter with other Americans can shape 

the identity that skilled professional immigrants form when settling in a new place. The 
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immigrants in the professional class currently in Providence have vastly different encounters 

with mainstream culture depending on their context of migration. For those who came to the 

United States as professionals, their experience was aided by straightforward visa applications 

and credential transfers from previous employment and education. The second group of 

professionals spent time as members of the working class before gaining employment in their 

current field. This group‟s experience started out very differently than that first group‟s. 

Although they ended up in the professional class in Providence, they faced more explicit forms 

of discrimination and legal challenges. The first section explained the significant role 

discrimination versus encouragement can play in the first encounters through the college and 

university systems and also in employment.  

 The second section of this chapter investigated the influence mainstream culture has in 

the identities that professional class immigrants form in the United States. While they 

acknowledge the differences between themselves and the mainstream, the professionals also 

make efforts to maintain their native cultures. The combination of new and old cultural values 

and practices presented challenges, but over time the individuals found a balance. The self-

perception of individuals influences how they form friendships and find their place in their 

community. For the professionals, they are very active in a range of networks within Providence 

and internationally. Although a majority of individuals have mixed social networks, based 

around Latino- and non-Latino people and interests, some gravitate towards the extremes as well. 

The ability of the professionals to incorporate into American society is shown through their 

diverse community participation and social ties. However, they also make efforts to preserve 

their cultures and share those values with others, especially family members. 
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 The third section described the ways in which the professional class views itself in 

relation to the working class. Two discourses were used when discussing class differences 

among immigrants. The first stresses the solidarity among all immigrant groups in the face of 

immigration policy and access to essential resources in the United States. The second draws 

attention to the differences between the classes, such as expectations for what life in the United 

States will entail or the incentive for cultural exchange. The professionals made use of both 

stances in their class discourse. 

 This chapter examined the experience of incorporation of immigrants in the professional 

class in Providence. Their experience was shown to have similarities and differences to that of 

the working class immigrants studied by Itzigsohn. The transitional group of professionals had 

more similarities with the working class before gaining legal status, while those who were 

consistently in professional occupations followed a different trajectory. The encounter with the 

American mainstream impacted the feeling of belonging and self-definition of the immigrants in 

the study. In addition, the relationships formed by the professionals, within community and 

social networks, reflect the identity they have formed during their time incorporating into the 

United States.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Conclusions and Broader Implications of Research 
 

 

 The transition into the United States challenges immigrants to reconfigure their lifestyles, 

their understanding of their own identities, and their social networks and community ties. Class 

impacts many aspects of the incorporation process.  From the conceptions of the American 

dream, to experiences of discrimination, to the extent of cultural preservation, the study of 

professionals gives insight into a different set of transitions that occur when entering the United 

States. 

This thesis addresses the ways in which the incorporation process of professional class 

immigrants in Providence differs from that of the working class. The point of comparison with 

Itzigsohn‟s study is valuable, as my research asks a related question – in what ways do the 

aspects of stratified ethnoracial incorporation impact those outside of the working class? The 

analysis of the professionals relative to the working class immigrants clarifies the elements of 

difference in both sets of experiences and allows a focus on those differences which can be 

attributed to class. In order to answer the research question, primary data was collected through 

in-depth interviews with skilled immigrant professionals from several South and Central 

American countries currently working in Providence. The main discoveries of this thesis are: an 

alternative dual narrative among the professionals to describe their transition into the United 

States; nuanced challenges, and mechanisms used to overcome those challenges; unique identity 

and social network formation; and a dual class discourse.    
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The findings from this research show that, in alignment with Itzigsohn‟s findings among 

working class immigrants, professional class immigrants have a dual narrative to describe their 

process of incorporation. However, the dual narrative among the professional class is comprised 

of an individualistic American dream narrative (not an ethnic narrative) and a multicultural 

narrative (not a minority narrative). The professional class immigrants explain the success they 

have achieved by pointing to their high level of education, stable financial backgrounds, and 

individual traits which are of particular value in the United States (the American dream 

narrative).  They view their minority status as contributing to their incorporation process through 

their own choices of cultural preservation and not through broad discriminatory practices of 

others (the multicultural narrative). The control over the definition of their status as a minority, 

from being a negative to positive mark of difference, and the value placed on individual instead 

of collective success, are reflections of the effects of class on the incorporation process.  

Aligning with previous studies, those professionals with working class background did 

have their self-identity shaped in the beginning primarily through their minority status. While 

experiencing discrimination, some immigrants found support in the friendships formed through 

embracing their similarities with other immigrants. However, for those who entered the United 

States in the professional class, their self-identity developed around other parts of their life 

experience and interests. Both groups of professionals consistently had strong social networks in 

Providence that were mixed between native-born and foreign-born friends, and professionals and 

people from other classes. While professionals did consciously preserve aspects of their native 

culture, those aspects did not serve primarily to define who they were and the way in which they 

fit into the local community.  
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The professional class immigrants narrated their class position through two perspectives: 

solidarity and differing expectations and opportunities. Through the first discourse, the 

professionals stress the similarities among all immigrants and the importance of supporting 

immigrants who either do not have legal status or who are unable to access resources that could 

help them to succeed. The second class discourse distinguishes between immigrant classes. This 

discourse highlights the skills gained by those in the professional class as the source of differing 

expectations for their employment and for their role in society from those in the working class. 

These results give further insight into the manner in which class is envisioned by the immigrant 

professionals. 

Professional class status distinguishes the experiences of this group of immigrants from 

those in the working class by an ability to embrace their minority status, to weigh their options to 

come to the United States (versus any other developed country), and to advocate for salient 

political issues regarding immigration policy. This study expands the findings by Itzigsohn 

regarding the “faultlines” within American society which shape the incorporation process of 

immigrants. While the professionals can reform the salience of an ethnic identity (in relation to 

an American mainstream), they are still bound by the class stratification systems within the 

United States. Efforts are clearly made to use their status for the betterment of other immigrants 

and within their communities (both immigrant and native). This research has implications for the 

larger study of incorporation by showing that class is intimately tied to the cultural navigations 

of immigrants coming to the United States and also does not resolve all problems faced in the 

immigration process.  

The professional class status does not allow these individuals to bypass all challenges 

they may encounter. Legality is still a problem for professionals whose education status or 
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employment status is jeopardized by complications of the citizenship process. Discrimination is 

also not entirely avoided. In instances where class status is not easily apparent, there is still 

explicit discrimination. At one extreme are those individuals who, without legal status, worked in 

factories despite holding advanced degrees. The discrimination they experienced was as real as 

for any working class immigrants, but ceased when they left that form of employment for one in 

the professional realm. At the other extreme are the professionals who continue to encounter 

discrimination until they make their status position clear by mentioning their profession (doctor, 

program director, or the like), or even their “American” last name (acquired through marriage). 

The significant aspect of class in facing the obstacle of discrimination in particular is the 

understanding of the power that the professional status holds. In each situation, the professionals 

acknowledge their ability to use their status to enforce their influence and to advocate for 

themselves or others. Therefore, these results aid in understanding further the processes at work 

in the society of the United States. Class does not give these immigrants a free pass to a path 

towards success. Some indicators of class, such as education and financial standing, do assist in 

the process of transitioning to life in the United States. However, legal barriers continue to limit 

possibilities for those who bring many skills with them.  

While class can ease the transition to the United States, professionals are also challenged 

to achieve an even higher level of assimilation by the social and professional world they inhabit. 

The expectation of near complete American cultural knowledge and language fluency can clash 

with the professionals‟ aim to maintain certain aspects of their native cultures. These findings 

demand of future scholarship further investigation regarding this different, but still noteworthy, 

set of challenges facing those immigrants in the professional class.  
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The findings from this research have implications for the study of immigration and class 

in the United States. The study of the process of incorporation for professional class immigrants 

shows that class impacts the resettlement process for immigrants. While challenges of 

discrimination and legal status (among many others) shape the experience of working class 

immigrants, professional class immigrants have a nuanced experience with those challenges. 

This group of professionals is cognizant of the advantages of their education and financial status 

when migrating, but struggle with the balance of adopting new cultural traits while preserving 

native cultural values. The data portrays the impacts of encounters with the mainstream in 

shaping community incorporation and action as well as the discourse of the professional class. 

These findings expand on existing theory, and extend the insight into the meaning of class status 

in the transition process for immigrants. 

 

 

Questions for Further Research 

 This thesis contributes to the understanding of the interaction between immigrant 

populations and American society. The professional class immigrants have not been the focus of 

many prior studies, and their experience in the United States is significant. This segment of 

immigrants, as shown through this thesis, not only survives but excels in the United States as a 

result of their skills, networks, and access to resources. Due to rapid incorporation into United 

States culture, this group has not been the center of many assimilation studies. As discussed, 

while building a life in Providence, the individuals are navigating through cultural decisions and 

find ways to be active in American society in addition to maintaining aspects of their own 

culture. While this thesis sheds light on the variety of experiences of a small segment of the 



 88 

professional class immigrant population in Providence, more research is needed to assess broader 

trends throughout the professional class of immigrants in the United States.  

 There are many questions left unanswered that should be considered for future research. 

While the method of interviews was used in this study, other studies could gain a broader 

perspective on the transition of the professional class immigrants through surveys and by 

conducting focus groups as well as using a greater number of subjects. Further research could 

examine immigrants from regions of the world other than Latin America, or, to be more specific 

in results, could compare the experiences of immigrants from particular countries. These 

additions in research design would allow researchers to greater understand the changing 

dynamics in the incorporation process for professionals. 

 This thesis also does not go in depth with the question of identity labels, such as the use 

of ethnic (Latino) versus nationality (Chilean) self-identification. The results of this study could 

loosely show a pattern of those who came and remained professionals as more strongly 

embracing the identity of their native nationality instead of “Latino,” though more research is 

required to understand the full meaning of that preference and its prevalence. While the 

individuals in this study had different contexts of migration, future research could focus on only 

one reason for migration to isolate the experience of incorporation. The data for this thesis was 

not controlled for the age or generation of each immigrant. This variable could be important in 

looking at the generational differences in experiences of incorporation of skilled immigrants. 

 This study examines the impact of the encounter with the American mainstream on the 

narratives used by immigrant professionals to describe the incorporation process, the formation 

of their identities, and their community participation. This research broadens the understanding 

of the incorporation process of immigrants coming to the United States. Assimilation and 
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immigration studies, including this thesis, have raised essential questions about the relationship 

between immigrant individuals and the environment in which they live. Through further 

research, the understanding of the dynamics of the transition process can shed light on global 

trends and processes inherent in American society. 
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APPENDIX  
Interview Guidelines 

 

 

 Notes on what I hope to learn in interview: 

o Is there a presence of a dual narrative? 

 A. Ethnic (Irish > full assimilation into mainstream) 

 B. Racial (African Americans > not same assimilation pattern) 

o Is there an identity of the professional class? 

o To what extent are professionals in Providence stratified? Immigrant 

professionals? 

o What has the incorporation process into America been like? 

o What had made this process rewarding or challenging? 

o Who has been a support for this individual in the process?  

o How does the individual relate to his/her country of origin and the people 

there, other immigrants in Providence of the same origin and other 

immigrants of different origin. 

 

 

Intro: 

I‟m interested in hearing about what the transition has been like for immigrant 

professionals living in Providence. I‟m hoping we can start by talking about your 

background in your country of origin, then talk about your professional and family life 

currently, and end with discussing your views for the future.  

 

 

Part I (Background/Past): 

Start with some basic questions – give me a brief overview of who you are, where you‟re 

from, how long you‟ve been here, what your family situation was at home, etc. 

 What was your social standing in your home country (ie would you consider 

yourself middle/upper-middle class?) : 

o Where live?  

o Own home?  

o Level of education? Goal of degree – professional aspirations? 

o Profession of parents and other family members? 

 

 Why did you choose to come to the US? Why did you decide to stay? 

o What connections did you have to the United States before moving here? 

 Did you consider moving somewhere other than the US? 

 What was the reaction of your family to you living in the Unites States? 
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 What level of education did you have before you came the United States? 

 If educated in US: What have been your motivations for continuing your education 

in the United States? 

o As opposed to another country/your country of origin? 

 

 

Part IIa (Let‟s move on to/switch gears, Present = within the last 5 years) 

 What are your ties to your country of origin now? How has this changed over 

time? 

o Do you have a lot of family back home? 

o How often do you visit/go back? 

o Citizenship/where vote 

o Remittances? 

o Economic transnationalism (p151 – BROAD vs. NARROW) investing in 

business there, buying land, house, property 

o Social:  

o Political: political activism home 

 

 

 

Part IIb (Switching gears, Present) - let‟s talk about your professional life: 

 Tell me more about your job… 

o Describe how this job is different than working at home in the same job, if 

at all? 

 Why types of employment have you been involved with in Providence?  

 What types of jobs were you looking for in the United States?  

 How did your immigrant status impact your process of hiring?  

 Describe some of your colleagues: similarities/differences to you? 

 What constitutes “belonging” to your profession > in other words, what credentials 

must be met AND how are social dynamics impacted by those qualifications? 

 How do you view the line between work and personal life? Separate, 

together? 
 

Is there an identity of the PROFESSIONAL class?  

Anecdote: Some people say that if you have the right education and work hard, and are 

healthy, then there are no barriers to mobility for the first generation (further, 

Romanian friend is from a rural area and was able to achieve the economic position he 

wanted even without prior relation to the same systems and technological familiarity 

that many other migrants from cities are accustomed to) 
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Part IIc (Switching gears, Present) – moving on to your personal life 

 Do you have family here in Providence? 

o If yes – what does significant other/family members do for employment? 

o If kids – what schools, after-school programming? 

 What neighborhoods do you feel most comfortable in, in Providence? 

o Where live, work, socialize? 

o Living situation: Homeowner? Neighborhood? 

 Are you involved in any community organizations in Providence? (church, gym, 

music, volunteering) 

o Who do you do these activities with? 

 Would you consider them your close friends? Who do you consider to be your 

friends in Providence/U.S.? 

o Would you say you hang out mostly with _____ (same ethnicity)? 

 Who do you find to be a support in your life now? 

o In professional life? 

o Family life? 

o Religious? 

 (Moving on to something more general…) Who has been influential or a mentor in 

your life? In relation to migration? 

o People you know, don‟t know, books, history etc 

o Role models? 

(For example, someone else I talked to said that _____ was 

influential in their understanding of their place in America….) 

 

 

(What role does language play in your life?) 

 What languages do you speak? Have you always spoken those languages? 

o When speak each language? (Work, home) English/Spanish/other? 

o If you have kids: What are your thoughts on the languages your children 

speak? Do you think your friends, family, or colleagues hold the same 

views? 

o Challenges? (Note to self: credential transfer, discrimination, work 

environment) 

o How have you preserved your cultural identity/Latino identity while in the 

United States? In another place you have lived? (If you even have…) 

 

 

Is the MYTH of US social mobility reproduced by immigrants? 

Anecdote: Some people say that in other countries (Germany, France) immigrants 

have a harder time feeling at home than in America… thoughts? 
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Part III (Future) 

 What are your personal goals – profession, family (here and abroad, kids), 

personal development? 

 How long do you see yourself living in Providence? 

 What now? Plans for the future? 

o Professionally, personally 

 What are you views on American society? Politics? 

o Critical of certain issues? Systems? 

o Local versus National level? 

 How would you define “mainstrem” America? Culturally? Socioeconomically? 

Race? Relgion? 

 How do you see yourself in relation to this “mainstream” America? American 

society? 

 How has this changed over time? 
 Do you think there are racial/ethnic/class barriers in the US? More so than other 

places? 

 How do you view entering a country with structural challenges already in place 

impacting your experience in Providence and the United States? 

 How has your vision of America changed over time? 

 How do you see yourself in relation to other immigrants? From other countries 

and other financial situations? 
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