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The Working Group on Farm Labor and Rural Poverty was formed in 1987 by professors at
various campuses of the University of California in collaboration with the California Institute for Rural
Studies, a non-profit research and educational institute located in Davis, California. The Working
* Group advisory board is composed of eight members from the University of California and nine
members from the California community. The Working Group has four main goals: (1) to encourage
and support policy-oriented research on rural labor and poverty in California; (2) to bring together
academics, activists and policy-makers, both to define the research agenda and to carry on a
continuing dialogue over policies; (3) to encourage, fund and assist organizational development and
action-oriented research in rural California community groups; (4) to act as a clearinghouse for infor-
mation on rural labor and poverty in the West. A library and other resources available to the public
are maintained at CIRS in Davis.

The Working Group publishes & newsletter, Rural California Report, which is available free of
charge, and it has issued the following papers:

Working Paper 1 — Don Villarejo
Farm Restructuring & Employment in California Agriculture

Working Paper 2 - Paul G. Barnett
Survey of Research on the Impacts of Pesticide on
Agricultural Workers and the Rural Environment

Working Paper 3 - Michael Kearney & Carol Nagengast
Anthropological Perspectives on Transnational Communities
in Rural California
J. Edward Taylor
Illegal Immigrants, California Agriculture and the Mexican Economy

Working Paper 4 — Philip L. Martin
The California Farm Labor Market

Working Paper § - Miriam J. Wells & Martha S. West
Regulation of the Farm Labor Market: An Assessment
of Farm Worker Protections Under California’s
Agricultural Labor Relations Act

Working Paper 6 - Susan Peck
California Farmworker Housing

Working Paper 7 - Douglas B. Gwynn, Yoshio Kawamura,
Edward Dolber-Smith & Refugio I. Rochin
California’s Rural Poor: Trends, Correlates, and Policies

Working Paper 8 — Paula Cruz Takash & Joaquin Avila
Latino Political Participation in Rural California

These papers and the accompanying commentary were presented at a research review
conference held at Fresno City College, Fresno, California, May 7, 1988. The support of the Ford
Foundation, the Rosenberg Foundation, and the Division of Agriculture and Natural Resources of the
University of California is gratefully acknowledged.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Sociopolitical Implications of the Latinization of California

Continued immigration to the United States and rapid growth of non-white, non-English speak-
ing communities in this country since the 1970’s, has engendered much speculation about the
sociocultural, economic and political effects of these populations on American society, espe-
cially in areas where these groups have become numerical majorities. In California, the process
by which the state is becoming dominated numerically by ethnic minority groups has been
called the ‘“‘minoritization” of California (Hammel 1981; Takash 1988). In locales where the
majority of the residents are of Latino origin, the phenomenon has been referred to as the
“latinization” of these regions (Hayes-Bautista, et al. 1988). As immigration from Mexico
comprises the largest proportion of all immigration to the United States, Mexican immigrants
and others of Latino origin have received the greatest amount of attention in the debate over the
positive and negative consequences of immigration.

That this is not merely a localized phenomenon is attested to by the national attention it has
received in various news reports: “Hispanic Population Swelling” (USA Today 9/30/86:3); "'His-
panic Population Growing 5 Times as Fast as Rest of US" (NY Times 9/11/87:1); “Flow of Third
World Immigrants Alters Weave of U.S. Society”(NY Times 6/30/86:1).

Responses to immigration which reflect a concern with the minoritization of American society
include the enactment of the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) by Congress in
November 1986, and the passage of “‘English-Only” propositions in several states. De la Garza
(1985:228) observes:

Advocates of more restrictive immigration policy also suggest that the presence
of large numbers of Mexican immigrants poses a serious political threat to the
United States... [and is] one of the major factors impeding the integration of
Mexican-Americans into mainstream American sociopolitical life. To support
their assertion they cite the reluctance of Mexican-Americans to become mono-
lingual English speakers and the wide-spread support Mexican-Americans give to
bi-lingual education.... the maintenance of these cultural traditions is interpreted
as potentially leading to the balkanization of the United States, to the irredentism
in the Southwest, or to the development of political ties between the Mexican
government and the Mexican-origin population that may threaten U.S. interests.

While numerous studies refute the contention that immigrants adversely affect the national
economy, few studies satisfactorily address the cultural and political effects of immigration. In
this paper, we examine the political participation of Chicanos and Mexicanos in rural California
towns in which persons of Mexican origin now comprise the majority of the population; the
migration and settlement of immigrant and native-born persons of Mexican descent account in
large part for the latinization of these cities. Although most Chicanos and Mexicanos live in
urban areas, in California the examination of Latino political participation in rural cities is
particularly warranted, as a significant majority of California Latino elected officials at the
municipal level have been elected in rural places.!



Rationale for Research on Rural Latino Political Participation

Published work that has focused on Chicano/Mexicano politics in rural California has been
devoted almost exclusively to studies of farm labor politics, e.g., farm labor protest, strikes,
organizing and unionizing activities, to the degree that Chicano/Mexicano political struggles in
rural California outside the realm of farm labor have gone unnoticed. Apart from a few studies
regarding the *‘Chicano takeover” of the city council in Parlier, research on Chicano/Mexicano
participation in non-farm labor, community politics and government in rural Califgrnia is
virtually non-existent. Several features of Chicano/Mexicano political participation ir rural
California thus beg scholarly attention and may also enhance our knowledge of urban politics.

First, we need to understand why most Latino elected officials are elected in rural places
deemed in the early 1970's as offering “inadequate opportunities for Mexicans to participate in
governmental functions” (CA State Advisory Committee 1971:64). This finding suggests real
sociopolitical changes in rural California as well as in the state in general. It also suggests that
Latinos are more underrepresented in urban cities where the majority of Chicanos and
Mexicanos live (Padilla 1982:4). To date, there is no published analysis which attempts to
account for this phenomenon.

Specifically, in this paper, we discuss the development of Chicano/Mexicano non-farm labor
politics in rural California. Few published sources or ongoing research efforts address this topic.
This paper is thus an attempt to expand our understanding of rural Latino political mobilization.
We begin by reviewing bias in the literature which may explain in part why social scientists have
tended to ignore political developments in rural America and California.

A second feature of the rural California political landscape that warrents investigation is the
ethnoracial political transition of seventeen California city councils dominated in 1987 by
Chicanos: eleven are rural communities located in five counties; 6 are urban cities, all within one
county (see Tables 1 and 3, and Map 1). While the transition of political power at the municipal
level in the rural town of Crystal City, Texas, has received considerable attention from scholars
(Goodwyn 1963; Grebler, Moore and Guzman 1970; Rivera 1973, 1974 Gutierrez 1971;
Gutierrez and Hirsch 1974; Schockley 1974), and the ““Chicano takeover™ of the formerly Anglo-
dominated city council in the small farming community of Parlier, California, has also received
some attention (Trujillo 1978; Sosa Riddell and Aguallo Jr. 1978), researchers have failed to
follow the ethnic transition of local political power in other rural California cities. To our
knowledge, no scholarly research has been published regarding the events leading up to the
domination of these city councils by Chicanos nor about the consequences of having Latino-
dominated municipal political institutions in rural California, aside from the aforementioned
works about Parlier. Given the current national hysteria regarding immigration, it appears
essential that we understand the conditions under which the ethnoracial political transition of
these municipal governments has taken place.

Other questions are raised in regards to the political mobilization of Latinos in rural California.
For example, does the United Farm Workers Union's early organizing strategy of “establish(ing]
extensive community solidarities, and train(ing] a broad base of indigenous organizers...."
(Chacon 1987:157) account in part for the nonfarm labor political activity of Chicanos and
Mexicanos who reside in rural California communities, especially in those towns in which
Chicanos dominate municipal government? Interviews conducted with several Latino politi-
cians in Fresno county by Takash (1987, 1988a, 1988b) suggest their initial politicalization may
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