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Introduction

IN 1990, THE MEXICAN-ORIGIN POPULATION OF THE UNITED STATES REACHED 13.4
MILLION, largely through the sharp increase in immigration from Mexico that took place in the
1980s. Although people who claim a Mexican ancestry constitute just 5.4 percent of total U.S.
population, they form large segments of the population in states such as California and Texas. In
California in particular, the Mexican-origin population grew very rapidly; while total population
in the state grew 26 percent between 1980 and 1990, the Mexican-origin population grew 68
percent. As aresult, by 1990 one out of every five California residents traced their ancestry to
Mexico.

The arrival of a large number of legal and unauthorized immigrants from Mexico has
angered a large portion of California’s population, who fear illegal immigrants are taking jobs
away from citizens and lawful residents. Similarly, the increased demand for public services has
become the main concern for those who argue that California's fiscal deficit is caused in part by
the arrival of great number of immigrants who, in their view, are primarily public service
consumers. ] , ‘ S , ,
Indeed, in November of 1991, Governor Wilson blamed the state's financial problems on
the combination of the emigration of working taxpayers and the in_creasing demands-for o
expensive government services by poor people and immigrants. The governor based his
conclusions on a 1991 report issued by the California Department of Finance. The report stated
that the imbalance between the number of tax payers and “tax receivers” was jeopardizing
California’s ability to maintain funding levels for state programs. According to the report, much
of the growth of the tax receiver group reflected an increase in the number of school-age children
resulting from immigration and a recent surge in the birth rate. The report also notes a slowdown
in the growth of the working population, reflecting low birth rates during the 1960s and the
1970s, and a net domestic out-migration in the high-earning 45- to- 64 age group (California
Department of Finance, 1991). Governor Wilson later proposed to deny citizenship status and
public education to the children of undocumented immigrants, further fueling the anti-immigrant
climate that has developed in California. Finally, Proposition 187, the “Save our State”
initiative, was passed by an overwhelming majority of California voters in November of 1994.
This proposition denies access to publicly funded social services to undocumented California
residents through five measures regarding the provision of education, health care and other social
services, law enforcement and the use of false immigration or citizenship documents.

A federal judge in Los Angeles barred the enforcement of Proposition 187’s measures
regarding the provision of education and other social services. However, the success of this
initiative reflects the consolidation of a new political landscape, in which political actors with a
commitment to make undocumented immigration a priority electoral issue have taken advantage
of negative public opinion concerning this problem.

In this context, it is worth examining the current migration patterns from Mexico.
Although many Mexican nationals have settled permanently in the United States, the migration
process from Mexico has had a strong temporary character. The proximity between the two
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countries has allowed the development of a pattern in which males, usually young, work in the
United States for a certain period of time, or seasonally for a few years, and then return to
Mexico. However, several studies have suggested that since the 1980s, migration from Mexico
has become more permanent and more heterogeneous in terms of settlement patterns, gender,
legal status, and employment experience (Cornelius, 1992; Chavez, 1988).

Although this study will not address all of the following issues, it is important to consider
the possible effects of more Mexican immigrants permanently settling in California: (1) a more
permanent stay might accelerate the growth of rural communities and the repopulation of inner
cities in California, given that new immigrants tend to settle in places where there are
concentrations of immigrants; (2) since settlement implies the relocation of entire families, this
movement might increase the demand for public services such as education and health care; (3)
many rural communities in Mexico might lose population, becoming rest and recreation centers
for families whose principal base will be in the United States; (4) money remittances to Mexico
that subsidize agriculture and other businesses might decline as more settled immigrants begin to
shift their investments to housing, education, and the formation of small businesses in the United
States. Inner cities and rural communities in California might benefit from this shift in
investments leading to a relative revitalization of local economies; (5) lastly, the arrival of more
immigrants might boost the anti-immigrant sentiment that is already evident in California.

This paper examines the integration of Mexican immigrants in rural California. To this
end, I examine the migration experience of a group of families that are originally from Chavinda,
Michoacan in Mexico, and who live in Madera County in California’s San Joaquin Valley.
These people belong to a transnational community, because they organize their lives around
several places located in both Mexico and the United States (Rouse, 1992; Alarcon, 1992).

In this paper I address two sets of questions. First, I examine to what extent labor
migration from Mexico has become more permanent as a result of the economic restructuring
process that is taking place in rural California, and second, I analyze the social and economic
mechanisms that accelerate settlement.

The paper presents the results of a field study conducted in 1992 in Madera County,
which was a follow-up to research initially conducted in Chavinda in the early 1980s.! Field
work consisted of ethnographic research and a survey of a random sample of families from
Chavinda. Quantitative data (descriptive statistics) and qualitative information (case studies,
interviews, participant observation) are compared in this study to yield results of greater validity
than either an ethnography or a sample survey could provide alone. In order to draw a
representative random sample, with the help of Chavindefios, I did a census of all Chavindefio
households in Madera County. I found 153 households from which I randomly selected 30, in
order to interview the heads-of-household (nearly 20 percent of the total). For the purpose of this
study, a “household from Chavinda” is any household in which the head of household or the
spouse is a person born in Chavinda. In most cases both persons were born in Chavinda. Data
used to examine the demographic and economic trends in the region are from a variety of
sources, such as the Bureau of the Census, the Bureau of Economic Analysis, Employment

! "The results of this earlier study were included in the co-authored volume Return to Aztlan (see Massey et
al, 1987).
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Development Department, and Immigration and Naturalization Service.

The paper is divided into four parts. The first section offers a theoretical discussion of
the concept of settlement. The second section traces the formation of the “transnational
community” that links Madera County in California and Chavinda in Michoacan. This section
includes an analysis of the most relevant demographic and economic trends that have taken place
in Madera County in the last two decades. The third section, based primarily on field research,
examines the settlement process of Chavindefios in Madera. Fmally, the last section is used to
discuss the main conclusions of the study.






