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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.
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Chapter One
The Settlement Process: A Theoretical Approach

THE INTEGRATION OF MIGRANT WORKERS IN RECEIVING SOCIETIES as a field of study has attracted
a number of social scientists who have adopted different approaches to examining the process.
These studies use terms such as assimilation, integration, and settlement to describe the transition
of immigrants from “sojourners” to “settlers.” Although these three concepts have been used
interchangeably, assimilation carries a strong ideological connotation which implies that over
time immigrants acquire the language, culture, political habits, and upward mobility patterns of
the native population (Borjas, 1990). In the case of the United States, which is the country of
destination for the largest number of immigrants, it has generally been assumed that immigrants
sooner or later assimilate. However, recent studies conducted under different theoretical
frameworks challenge this assumption. From a neoclassical perspective, Borjas (1990: 97-1 14)
understands assimilation as the rate at which immigrant earnings catch up with those of natives
of the United States as both groups age. This author contends that the Chiswick study (1978)
that contrasted the earnings of immigrants to those of their native counterparts wrongly pictured
the assimilation process of immigrants. This study formed the base of the current conventional
wisdom that legal immigrants perform quite well in the U.S. economy and therefore assimilate
“too well.” Based on his own research, Borjas argues that the socioeconomic skills of
immigrants (mainly education, English-language proficiency, etc.) have deteriorated significantly
in the last two or three decades, and thus the actual wages of recent immigrants will remain far
below that of natives throughout their entire working lives.

From a different viewpoint, Portes and Borocs (1989) argue that the diversity of the
modes of incorporation of contemporary immigrants in advanced countries reveals a plurality of
settlement patterns. This diversity is in stark contrast to the widely held image of a uniform
working class following a singular assimilation path. Variations in modes of mcorporation result
from the combination of three dimensions: conditions of exit, class origins, and contexts of
reception. Mexican and Dominican immigrants to the United States generally are manual
laborers who arrive in a handicapped context because they are unwelcome or discriminated
against. For this reason they tend to be channeled into the secondary sector of the labor market,
where workers are often hired according to racial and ethnic markers rather than according to
their skills. On the other hand, the circulation of professionals within the European Community
and the situation of British, Canadian, and other White foreign professionals in the United States,
exemplify a neutral context of reception where individual merit and skills are the most important
determinants of a successful adaptation. Finally, early Cuban refugees concentrated in South
Florida represent the experience of immigrants in an advantaged context of reception. The
combination of the refugee’s professional-entrepreneurial backgrounds and a favorable context
led to the emergence of a thriving ethnic economy in Miami.

As observed by Portes and Borocs, the immigration experience of many national groups
challenges the melting-pot metaphor that describes the assimilation process. Research has shown
that immigrants from Asia and Latin America differ in their patterns of assimilation from earlier
groups, especially Europeans (Goldring, 1991). Although the general public and the media
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portray immigration from Mexico to the United States as a one-way movement of people from
poverty and unemployment to the “land of opportunities,” Mexican workers have consistently
demonstrated a tendency to migrate on a temporary basis and to naturalize at very low rates
(Bustamante, 1979; Portes and Bach, 1985; Massey et al, 1987; Goldring, 1991). However,
Cornelius (1992:157) has argued that immigration from Mexico since the 1980s has become
more permanent and heterogeneous due to four principal factors: (1) changes in the U.S.
economy that have affected the nature and magnitude of the demand for Mexican immigrant
labor, (2) the long-running economic crisis in Mexico, (3) the 1986 U.S. Immigration Reform
and Control Act (IRCA), and, (4) the maturation of transnational migrant networks to the United
States. All these trends underscore the importance of examining the settlement process.

In his seminal work Birds of Passage, Piore (1979) defines settlement as the development
of a permanent commitment on the part of the migrants to the receiving country. Settlement can
be understood in terms of the success or failure of the migrants in the receiving country. The
conventional view tends to see settlement as success: people who do well have incentive to stay.
However, settlement can also be the product of failure, since migrants may stay when they fail to
accumulate the money necessary for important projects at home.

A migration stream that starts out as temporary can develop over time into settlement.
Although migration may initially be temporary, a nucleus of more or less permanent migrants
inevitably begins to develop. In this view, the migration pattern evolves from the individual
migrant as homo economicus to a stage in which a permanent community of immigrant families
establishes stable linkages with the labor market in their demand for permanent jobs. In the first
stage, immigrants view work as purely instrumental, a means to gather income to take back to the
home community. However, as time passes, the need for community grows as immigrants begin
to question their ability to maintain the ascetic existence they had originally planned.
Eventually, they begin to bring their wives and children from home.

The work of Piore has inspired subsequent studies. Drawing from the experience of
undocumented Mexicans in Chicago, Villar (1990) emphasizes the role that adverse economic
circumstances play in prolonging migrants’ stays in the United States. Villar argues that the
migrants’ return home is delayed by their inability to fulfill their initial economic goals, and their
changing expectations due to low wages and high living costs. Massey (1986: 671-683) believes
that data collected from migrants in four Mexican communities confirms the model postulated by
Piore. Mexican immigrants become progressively enmeshed in a web of social connections in
the United States as they build up time in this country, and they eventually settle in the United
States. As migrants form friendships outside the group, and as family members begin traveling
with them, they become more involved with public institutions and informal organizations. At
the same time, migrants acquire more stable urban jobs, and the share of earnings sent home falls
as they shift their focus from Mexico to the United States.

In this line of thought, in Return to Aztlan (Massey et al, 1987) settlement is defined as
the result of the maturation of social networks whereby migrants build personal, social, and
economic ties to the receiving society over time. However, settlement cannot be considered as a
permanent status since many “settled” migrants eventually re-emigrate to their places of origin.
In this study, ethnographic data and regression analysis show that time spent in the United States
is the single most important variable in predicting settlement, and that this process is strongly
influenced by urban origin, non-farm employment in the United States, and legal status.
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As migrants make additional trips and stay longer in the United States, they accumulate
experience that increases the likelihood of permanent settlement. As migration continues, a
growing number of families settle down and form “daughter communities.” In turn, these
communities greatly facilitate migration by providing a stable anchor in the receiving region.
After ten years of migrant experience, 42 percent of rural migrants and 53 percent of urban
migrants had settled, with the figures rising to 79 percent and 76 percent after twenty years.

In this study, a “settler” was defined as a migrant who has been in the United States for
three continuous years. Determinants of the settlement process were studied through a logistic
regression analysis of men’s migrant experience. The results showed that factors related to the
household economic position were not very important. Among personal characteristics,
settlement was considerably enhanced by a lack of children as well as age. Settlement then was
most likely to occur at early stages of the family life cycle, just before or just after marriage. The
most striking finding was that migrant experience ultimately overcomes the effects of other
variables to render settlement virtually inevitable in the long run. As indicated before,
possession of legal documents, but no children, and the status of being a non-farm worker from
an urban background all substantially increased the probability of settlement early in the mi grant
career. As experience progresses, however, these variables matter less and less. In sum, the
study concludes that the people most likely to settle are young, unmarried men from urban areas
who possessed legal documents and have accumulated extensive experience in the United States.

Chavez (1988) argues that even for undocumented workers, the formation of a family
begins a process that leads to eventual settlement. These families become binational with the
arrival of children who are American citizens and therefore have the right to obtain social
services and education that reinforce the links to the United States. Taking this further,
Hondagneu (1990) has found that within the household, men and women express different
preferences with respect to settlement. Men generally indicate a desire to return to Mexico while
women express their intention of staying in the United States. This author believes that men
dream of the ultimate return to Mexico, because settlement means for them loss of control over
family resources, decisions, and privileges.

Rouse (1992) contends that migration in general has been analyzed in bipolar terms as a
movement of people between essentially autonomous communities, and that people steadily shift
their focus of attention and the locus of their principal social ties from one community to another.
Contrary to this, he proposes that settlement has been accompanied by the emergence ofa
transnational circuit in which migrants have developed and maintained transnational
involvements. In addition, Rouse argues that the attitudes and practices of migrants have been
analyzed from a neofunctionalist perspective as forms of adaptation to a new environment.
Since all settlers are subject to a wide array of disciplinary pressures in order to produce “good”
proletarians, “good” citizens and “good” consumers, Rouse suggests that the responses of
immigrants to these pressures should be analyzed within an agonistic framework marked by
terms such as compliance, accommodation and resistance.

From a different perspective, Palerm (1991) argues that scttlement of farm workers in
four California counties (Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo, Ventura and Kern) has been
encouraged by the new opportunities created by the proliferation and expansion of high-value
fruit and vegetable specialty crops. This growth has led to an intensification and sophistication
of farm work. The expansion of specialty crops has created opportunities for steadier and longer






