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“This essential, timely book recounts the history of urban America, often told in white and Black, through the wide lens of 

Latino immigration…Deeply researched, full of insights, and with a powerful message, powerfully told, the story of 

American cities remains a story of migration.” 

—Booklist STARRED 
 

“Barrio America shows that immigration is rejuvenation. In this compelling, persuasive history, Sandoval-Strausz shows 

how Latino and Latina immigrants acted as a grassroots-level force of urban revitalization. With a message urgent for our 

times, it reminds us that immigrants have for centuries infused our cities with life and promise, and that Hispanics are a 

vital part of this long American tradition.” 

—Becky Nicolaides, UCLA Center for the Study of Women and Huntington-USC Institute on California and the 

West 

 

BARRIO AMERICA 

How Latino Immigrants Saved the American City 
By A.K. Sandoval-Strausz 

 

By the 1980s, American cities had been in a state of crisis for more than a generation. The signs of distress were all around: 

abandoned tenements, empty lots strewn with bricks of demolished buildings, and nightly stories of assault and murder. 

Mayors struggled to avoid municipal bankruptcy amid declining city revenues as downtown business owners relocated to 

the suburbs or struggled to make their worn-out storefronts appealing. Nowhere was this clearer than big-city industrial 

neighborhoods that had led the way to American economic power and broadly shared prosperity until midcentury, but then 

entered a long period of decline. By the early 1990s, the American city had been eulogized and buried many times over. 

 

But these dire forecasts turned out to be wrong. Beginning in the mid-1990s, crime rates would plummet, economic vitality 

would return, and so many people would choose to move back to cities that instead of population loss, the biggest problem 

facing most urbanites would be a severe shortage of housing and the displacement of longtime residents from their 

neighborhoods.  

 

In his new book, BARRIO AMERICA: How Latino Immigrants Saved the American City (Basic Books; November 12, 

2019), award-winning historian and son of immigrants A.K. Sandoval-Strausz challenges the idea that the so-called 

“Creative Class” was most responsible for reviving the city, arguing instead that it was actually Latino newcomers who 

most dramatically transformed entire city neighborhoods. Drawing on dozens of oral histories with migrantes themselves, 



Sandoval-Strausz illuminates how Latin American immigrants imported three distinctive urban traditions – a preference for 

walking over driving, a penchant for public space, and small entrepreneurship – that have reshaped American cities into the 

thriving metropolises they are today. Sandoval-Strausz argues that although urban barrios are regularly portrayed as 

decaying districts plagued by crime and disorder, in reality, areas with growing immigrant populations have become some 

of the most dynamic, stable, and safe neighborhoods in their cities. At a time when Latin American migrants are being 
demonized and scapegoated, we should remember their indispensable role in solving one of the greatest crises 
of the twentieth century. 
 

Sandoval-Strausz focuses on the largest immigrant barrios in two of the nation’s largest cities: Chicago’s Little Village and 

Dallas’s Oak Cliff. These neighborhoods were once classic examples of urban crisis: they reached their peak prosperity 

around 1950, afterwards losing residents, jobs, and opportunity, which destabilized urban public order. But after 1965, when 

Lyndon Johnson and Congress overturned the restrictive 1924 immigration act and a major agricultural crisis was 

convulsing Mexico, these neighborhoods saw a record number of incoming Latin Americans.  

 

BARRIO AMERICA places immigrant voices at the center of the narrative, emphasizing the choices of Latin American 

newcomers, the motivations that brought them to the United States, and the hopes that lay before them, their families, and 

their communities. Sandoval-Strausz tells the compelling story of how migrants have used their labor, their capital, and 

their culture to build a new metropolitan America. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  

A.K. Sandoval-Strausz is director of the Latina/o studies program and associate professor of history at Penn State 

University. He is the author of Hotel: An American History and coeditor of Making Cities Global. He lives in State College, 

Pennsylvania. 
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TALKING POINTS FROM 

BARRIO AMERICA 
By A.K. Sandoval-Strausz 

• Why immigrants don’t pose a threat to our national identity--rather, they hold the key to America’s future 

because they replenish our population, grow our workforce, and maintain our institutions. 

• How to understand the impact of immigrants through the lens of their impact on the American city, 

specifically Dallas’ Oak Cliff and Chicago’s Little Village. 

• How the economic success of cities, declining crime rates, and other positive features of the American city 

can be attributed more to the influx of immigrants than, as many people believe, the “creative class.” 

• Immigrants imported Latin American urban customs that have come to define thriving cities, including: 

walking instead of driving, being both the proprietors and customers of local businesses, and a penchant 

for gathering outside in public spaces.  

• How immigrants move in and revive a city, in some cases setting the stage for gentrification of their own 

neighborhoods. 

• The stories of the migrantes themselves to illustrate the history of various cities. Sandoval-Strausz’s 

research included almost 50 hours of interviews with migrants in Dallas and Chicago, as well as the oral 

histories of nearly two dozens immigrants from the 1990’s.  

• How immigrants can help tackle the issues of today, like slowing population growth and struggling rural 

economies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 

BARRIO AMERICA 
By A.K. Sandoval-Strausz 

 
“[A] judicious account of the role that Latino immigrants have played in revitalizing American cities over the second half 

of the 20th century…. By documenting the opportunities provided to Latino immigrants as a secondary effect of white 
discrimination against blacks, Sandoval-Strausz presents a helpful guide to understanding the mechanisms of systemic 

racism, and he reminds readers that the current immigration debate is grounded in decades of local and national policy.” 
—Publishers Weekly 

 
“By illuminating national trends in urban policy and bringing Latin American migrants to life through their personal oral 

histories, A.K. Sandoval-Strausz underscores why you can’t understand American cities without studying Latinos. 
In Barrio America, he expertly explains how Latinos renewed our urban spaces through homeownership, contributed to 

cities’ cultural vibrancy, and how, through their actions and presence, they opened the doors for our current urban reality.” 
—Rosina Lozano, Princeton University, author of An American Language: The History of Spanish in the United 

States 
 
 

“A.K. Sandoval-Strausz’s Barrio America tells the untold story of a powerful force in revitalizing America’s cities: Latin 
American immigrants. Instead of erecting walls to limit immigration, America should open its arms to those whose talent, 

hard-work and ambition contribute so very much to our economy and our great cities.” 
—Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class and The New Urban Crisis 

 

“Barrio America is the strongest, most sophisticated rebuttal to the idea that immigration from Latin America has 
destroyed our country. In prose as eloquent as it is prescient, A.K. Sandoval-Strausz upends the notion that America’s 

cities were in decay from the 1960s to the current moment of revitalization. He shows how Latinx initiated this recovery 
and have sustained it in the face of xenophobia, public divestment, and neglect. Finally, someone has honored the 

sacrifices of the most-maligned immigrant community of our time.” 
—Matt García, author of From the Jaws of Victory:  The Triumph and Tragedy of Cesar Chavez and the Farm 

Worker Movement 
 

“A fascinating book on how Latino immigrants have revitalized dying American cities in recent decades, Barrio 
America is as illuminative as it is necessary, upending longstanding misconceptions about urban renewal and migration. 

A.K. Sandoval-Strausz enriches his historical analyses with the compelling voices of new immigrants. Highly 
recommended.” 

—Cristina García, author of Dreaming in Cuban 

 

“Barrio America is a path-breaking book. A.K. Sandoval-Strausz meticulously chronicles the dynamic social and 
economic contributions Latin American immigrants have made in transforming cities into vibrant spaces while generating 

new cultural forms and businesses of every sort.  Challenging previous histories of the urban crisis, Barrio America 
excites the imagination and forces all of us to rethink the rampant xenophobia of our day.” 

—Ramón A. Gutiérrez, Preston & Sterling Morton distinguished service professor of American history, University 

of Chicago 
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