
2 Deflecting Immigration

production workers, immigrants from poor countries swarm into the great
cities of the developed world where they fill both needs. Much of this
employment is informal. Whether they work for wealthy households or for
industrial sweatshops, the immigrant poor receive substandard pay and
benefits, often in cash. However, in this view, globalization-induced
changes in demand completely explain immigration and informalization.
In a nutshell, restructuring theory maintained that globalization emanates
from world cities whose income structures “create a strong demand for
immigrant labor.”7

By the millennium year, both immigration and informalization had
increased in the large cities of the developed world,8 just as expected, but
a strict demand-driven explanation seemed less convincing than it had
earlier.9 Its major proponent had even modified it in the face of criticism.10

Insisting that “the recent growth of an informal economy in the large cities
of the core countries” still required explanation, Saskia Sassen claimed only
that “a good share of the informal economy” was attributable to demand-
driven immigration.11 This modification invites the conclusion that another,
and equally good, share was the product of “immigrant survival strategies”
imported from sending countries. If so, Sassen belatedly acknowledged
that immigration was partially supply-driven after all. Sassen’s theoretical
revision addressed and incorporated criticism of her earlier demand-
driven theory.12 Critics agreed that changes in income structure in the 1970s,
the alleged globalization effect, had triggered the Third World migration to
the most developed countries. However, once under way, it was argued,
Third World migration soon saturated the original demand, and then
began to propagate itself through migration networks independently of
labor demand. In this argument, critics advanced a two-stage model of
immigration of which the second stage was supply-driven, and the first
demand-driven. That is, whatever may originally have initiated it, Third
World immigration to the developed world’s biggest cities later derived
from what Douglas Massey, George Durand, and Nolan Malone called
“cumulative causation”13 rather than, or in addition to, the original causes.14

Cumulative causation means that, once begun, migrations build momen-
tum independent of the initiating conditions. Thereafter, they no longer
depend upon the initiating condition for continuation. There is ample his-
torical precedent for such “spillover” migration.15
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supply-driven immigration to Los Angeles is of special theoretical rele-
vance to that world cities literature.

The value of a case study of Los Angeles is also enhanced when juxta-
posed to a demographic literature that cannot look inside the cities whose
population changes it tracks. First stimulated by the research of William
Frey, a now substantial demographic literature addresses the dispersion
of immigrants within the United States from traditional settlement desti-
nations to new ones.110 This internal relocation of population began in the
1980s and gained momentum in the 1990s. This demographic research
alerted social science to events of substantive and theoretical moment.
But demography cannot open metropolitan areas to examine their inter-
nal social, political, and economic dynamics. Such is the task of this non-
demographic book. It argues that network-driven immigrant influx
generates intra-metropolitan dynamics, which actually caused the geo-
graphical dispersion of immigrants that demographers observed but
could not explain. To make that case, it is essential to access the internal
dynamics by means, at least initially, of a case study. In this respect, thanks
to its location in California, a traditional settlement state, Los Angeles
offers as good a site as any, and better than most.

Finally, the experience of Los Angeles offers an opportunity to evaluate
the theoretical expectation just sketched. Network-driven migrations
should generate consequences. Hence, if in response to network-driven
immigration from Mexico and Central America, buffers did not expand in
Los Angeles between 1970 and 2000, then buffers probably do not expand
elsewhere either. If the immigration-driven expansion of buffer economies
in Los Angeles did not pose increasingly thorny legal and political issues
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showed initial preference for the largest cities. In the United States of
America, 54 percent of immigrants lived in cities with populations of five
million or more in 2000, but only 27 percent of the native born did so
(table 1.1), and immigrants showed a comparable preference for big cities
in Europe.26 Similarly, as in the Third World, immigrants to those large cities
first saturated the mainstream urban labor markets that governments super-
vised, regulated, and counted, and only then poured into informal sectors,
which expanded to accommodate them. As in the Third World, this process
created a two-tier economy of a regulated mainstream and an unregulated
informal sector. Western capitals like Washington, Paris, and London now
have the same dual occupational structure as Dakar and Lagos. In effect,
great cities of the First World are now attached to the “overurbanization”
that, two generations ago, had only affected the great cities of the Third
World. Overurbanization’s leap across international boundaries and
oceans reflects three decades of globalization in the interim.27 Globalization
links regions that previously were not linked, opening labor flows where
none previously occurred, and widening those that had existed. Thanks
to globalization, London, Paris, and Los Angeles now connect to labor-
exporting hinterlands whose uttermost reach once terminated in Lagos,
Algiers, and Mexico City. In this sense, globalization remains part of the
explanation for informalization in great cities of the developed world even
when the one-stage, demand-driven hypothesis is abandoned: One finds
additional evidence of globalization in the supply-driven migration of Third
World people to large cities of the developed world.

The pace of migration to the developed countries quickened in the
late twentieth century. According to Douglas Massey and Edward Tay-
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Table 1.1 U.S. Population by Nativity and Metropolitan Residence, 
2000 (Percentages)

Total Native Foreign-Born

Total population, of which: 100 100 100
Metropolitan areas 81 79 95
In central cities 29 28 45
Outside central cities 52 52 50

Five million or more population 30 27 54
In central cities 11 9 27
Outside central cities 19 18 27

One million or more population 55 52 78
In central cities 19 17 37
Outside central cities 16 17 14

Source: Schmidley (2001).



dispersion. Turning first to Mexicans, figure 2.1 shows that their rent-to-
wage ratio was quite favorable in 1980. This measure is the relation of the
mean rent of any group in a metropolitan area to the group’s mean wage.
When an immigrant group’s rent-to-wage ratio exceeds .30, the immigrants
are paying on average more than a third of their wages in rent. The hous-
ing literature considers one-third of wages the threshold of overpayment
on rent, and one-half of wages the threshold of serious overpayment.63

Overpayment constitutes economic hardship. In 1980, Mexican immi-
grants paid less than 30 percent of their wages in rent in virtually every
American locality. Given this favorable circumstance, the rent-to-wage
ratio did not disperse Mexicans in the 1980s from the network’s prime des-
tinations. During the 1980s, growth of Mexican-born population was more
rapid in those metropolitan areas whose ratio had been initially most
unfavorable.

Now we turn to the impact of Mexican population growth on the rent-
to-wage ratio, the reverse relationship. High growth of the Mexican immi-
grant population in the 1980s produced unfavorable ratios in 1990. That is,
where Mexican-born people had settled most heavily in the 1980s, causing
rapid population growth, the ratio was most unfavorable in 1990. This result
is evidence that rapid growth of the immigrant population in the 1980s
drove Mexican rents up and their wages down (figure 2.2). Comparing
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1980a, 1990, 2000a). 
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figures 2.1 and 2.2, one notes as well the dramatic worsening of the Mexican
rent-to-wage ratio in the 1980s. In 1980, Mexican rents were below the
hardship threshold in about 90 percent of cases. By 1990, however, they
were above that threshold to the same degree. In other words, by 1990,
the rent-to-wage ratio of Mexicans had moved into hardship territory, and
in many cases extreme hardship. Hardship in the 1990s was the conse-
quence of riding the migration network in the 1980s.

Now attention turns to the impact of high rent-to-wage ratios in 1990
on Mexican population growth during the decade that followed. This
impact measures the reciprocal effect of economically unfavorable local-
ities on migration networks. Growth of Mexican population in the 1990s,
unlike that in the 1980s, was greatest in metropolitan areas whose rent-
to-wage ratio had been more favorable in 1990. These were places with low
rent-to-wage ratios. As figure 2.3 shows, the rent-to-wage equation changed
direction in the 1990s, going from positive to negative. True, the change
did not lower the average ratio of the Mexican immigrant population, which
remained unfavorable. But, thanks to augmented growth in the more
advantageous metropolitan regions, the average ratio (for Mexicans) did not
deteriorate further during the 1990s despite a huge influx of new Mexican
migrants in that decade. In the 1990s, Mexican immigrants began to take
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local ratios into account when making settlement decisions, and thus began
to avoid metropolitan areas in which the ratio was unfavorable.

The history of the rent-to-wage ratio in Los Angeles reflects the same
process. In 1980, the ratio of average Mexican immigrant rents to average
Mexican wages was 26 percent in Los Angeles, a comfortable burden. By
1990, a decade later, Mexican immigrants were paying 50 percent of their
wages for rent on average, a serious economic hardship. Mexicans’ disper-
sion from Los Angeles increased around 1990, and by 2000 Mexican immi-
grants in Los Angeles were paying only 24 percent of their wages in rent,
a comfortable burden again. Even so, Spanish-language newspapers cov-
ered the subsequent movement of rents in the Los Angeles region, ner-
vously fearing additional increases and complaining about high rents.64

The Spanish-language press also attributed Latino settlement in the neigh-
boring San Bernardino metropolitan region, just east of Los Angeles, to high
housing costs in Los Angeles.65

The experience of the affluent Asian Indian immigrants had some points
of similarity with that of impoverished Mexicans and some of difference.
At the beginning, Asian Indians had a very favorable rent-to-wage ratio in
the forty-seven metropolitan regions in which they had settled above trace
numbers. Figure 2.4 shows that in the average metropolitan region, Asian
Indian immigrants were paying about a tenth of their wages as rent in 1980,
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a very favorable ratio. Unsurprisingly, then, growth of the Asian Indian
population of the forty-seven metropolitan regions in the 1980s bore no
relationship to the rent-to-wage ratio in 1980. Asian Indians settled where
they listed, unconstrained by those ratios.

Doing so, however, had slightly adverse consequences by 1990. The
metropolitan areas in which Asian Indians had prevailingly settled in the
1980s tended to have higher ratios in 1990. As was also true among Mexican
immigrants, Asian Indian influx in the 1980s apparently drove the rent-
to-wage ratio up among Asian Indian migrants, causing a deterioration of
the immigrants’ economic situation by 1990. In those metropolitan regions
in which Asian Indian population had grown most in the 1980s, the rent-
to-wage ratio was most unfavorable to Asian Indians in 1990. But figure 2.5
also shows that, despite adverse change in the previous decade, Asian
Indian rent-to-wage ratios were still very favorable in 1990. In only about
20 percent of metropolitan regions were Asian Indian migrants overpaying
rent in 1990. Their Mexican counterparts, however, were overpaying in
90 percent of metropolitan areas in 1990.

Even so, in the 1990s, the rent-to-wage ratio began modestly to constrain
Asian Indian immigrants’ settlement decisions. True, in the 1990s, growth
of that population was stronger in those metropolitan regions whose rent-
to-wage ratio had been most unfavorable in 1990 (figure 2.6). The network
continued to dominate the Asian Indians’ settlement decisions in the 1990s.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1980a, 1990, 2000a). 
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settled, Mexican men marry or send for their wives in Mexico. Still unsettled
and predominantly male, the Mexican population of New York City was
also less acculturated than that of Los Angeles in 2000.

Additional evidence bearing upon the acculturation hypothesis derives
from the research of Rubén Hernández-León and Victor Zúñiga. Using
ethnographic methods, these authors studied the processes that brought
Mexicans to new settlement destinations during the 1990s. They report that
the Mexican migration network transported foreign-born Mexicans directly
from Mexico to Dalton, Georgia, or Tar Heel, North Carolina, both new
settlement destinations.69 This evidence signals the survival and redirection
of the Mexican migration network, which introduced new destinations
and did not shut down. It also shows that the Mexicans’ regional dispersal
proceeded on the strength of new arrivals straight from Mexico and entirely
unacculturated.

A Two-Step Settlement

Although Douglas Massey and his colleagues championed the role of
social networks in migration, when seeking to explain the regional dis-
persion of Mexican immigrants to new settlement destinations in the 1990s,
they offered a political explanation instead. They laid the responsibility
for dispersion of Mexicans on IRCA and enhanced border enforcement.
Their arguments are inconsistent with the census evidence just presented
and with David Heer’s earlier results. Using data derived from the 1980,
1990, and 2000 public-use census, Michael Johnston and I have shown that
Mexican and Asian Indian immigrants settled where they listed in the
1980s. In that decade, metropolitan rent-to-wage ratios were favorable.
Immigrants could afford to follow the network. However, a decade later, the
rent-to-wage ratio had dramatically worsened among low-wage Mexicans
and slightly worsened among high-wage Asian Indians. At that point, the
ratio, an overall measure of economic welfare, began to constrain Mexican
settlement decisions, diverting new immigrants’ settlement from tradi-
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000b).
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Regional Dispersion of Migrants, 
1980 to 2000

Regional clustering characterized immigration to the United States in the
historic past, and still does.27 European immigrants clustered by national
origin in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and in the early twentieth.
Nonetheless, since the 1980s, but especially in the 1990s, the foreign-born
population of the United States has tended to disperse from the six states of
traditional immigrant settlement to new settlement states.28 This dispersal
has somewhat reduced the regional clustering of immigrant population,
but dispersion has not equally affected the entire United States. On the
contrary, nineteen new settlement states, mostly located in the South and
West, experienced more than 100 percent growth of their foreign-born
populations in the 1990s.29 In the other twenty-six states, where moderate
growth prevailed, the population of foreign-born persons grew by less than
100 percent in the 1990s. As of 2000, the six traditional states still housed
69 percent of the entire foreign-born population of the United States.
Nonetheless, the dispersion of foreign-born population during the 1990s
had partially nationalized what had been a regional problem—and, in the
process, relieved the heavy immigrant concentration in the six traditional
states of settlement.

By far the largest migrant group entering the United States, Mexicans
began to disperse from traditional destinations in the 1980s and 1990s, espe-
cially the latter. In contrast, the relocation of native whites from California
was greater in the 1980s than in the 1990s, and owed much to the sale of
high-priced houses that the whites replaced inexpensively in other regions.30

Three big states (California, Texas, and Illinois) had housed 83 percent
of the immigrant Mexican population of the United States in or before
1980 (table 2.1). In 2000, these three states housed only 70 percent of the
total Mexican immigrant population.31 Because of this population shift,
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Table 2.1 Foreign-Born Mexicans by State and Year of Entry, 2000

Entered Entered Entered 
States Total 1990 to 2000 1980 to 1989 Before 1980

California, Texas, 6,425,898 2,714,727 1,934,108 1,777,063
Illinois

(Percentage) (70%) (61%) (75%) (83%)

Other forty-seven 2,754,288 1,730,338 655,321 368,629
states

(Percentage) (30%) (39%) (25%) (17%)

Total, United States 9,180,186 4,445,065 2,589,429 2,145,692

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000c).



above trace levels. The fourth largest immigrant group in 2000, Asian
Indians, was only one-eighth as numerous as the Mexican group.

The first task is to identify the top one hundred metropolitan areas in
which Mexicans and Asian Indians lived in 1980. These one hundred were
grouped into five deciles, each of which consisted of ten metropolitan
areas ranked according to the number of foreign-born Asian Indians or
Mexicans each contained. As table 2.3 indicates, of immigrants who lived in
the one hundred largest metropolitan areas of the United States, 67.1 per-
cent of foreign-born Mexicans and 74.8 percent of foreign-born Asian
Indians lived in the top fifty in 1980. Between 1980 and 2000, both groups
reduced their populations in the single largest settlement. Among foreign-
born Mexicans, drop was from 49.2 percent in Los Angeles to 37.3 percent.
Among foreign-born Asian Indians, it was from 51.3 percent in San Jose
to 38.8 percent.36 Beyond this top-ranked metropolitan area, Mexicans dis-
persed down the urban hierarchy more than Indians did. In 2000, Indians
clustered as heavily in the largest fifty metropolitan regions as they had in
1980, whereas Mexicans had shifted 6 percent of their urban population
to the smaller fifty metropolitan regions. The intermetropolitan dispersion
of Mexican immigrants tended slightly to nationalize the awareness of
Mexican immigration, but it greatly simplified the problem of immigrant
integration among the top ten immigrant-reception regions. Small potatoes
for the United States, the relocation was immensely consequential in first-
reception metropolitan areas.

Why Did Mexicans Disperse?

Demographers have abundantly documented the dispersion of the Mexican
population, but only David Heer tried to explain it.37 Heer noticed that
Hispanic immigrants had dispersed from traditional settlement states
during the 1990s.38 To explain this dispersion, Heer proposed that large
Hispanic communities saturated coethnics’ economic opportunities, thus
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Table 2.2 Foreign-Born in U.S. Metropolitan Areas

1980 1990 2000

Foreign-born Mexicans
People 1,821,440 3,479,620 7,194,560
Metro areas 214 238 269

Foreign-born Asian Indians
People 178,700 376,320 847,180
Metro areas 215 238 265

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000a), 5 percent PUMS.



compelling newcomers to seek greener pastures elsewhere. Although he
conjectured that the cause of the dispersion was differential “economic
opportunity,” he did not directly examine the effects of either wages or rents
on Hispanic dispersion. Instead, he inferred economic opportunity in a
locality from the relative size of Hispanic populations in each. The more
Hispanics in a state, the fewer their presumed economic opportunities. As
predicted, Heer found that the “percentage increase” of Hispanic migrants
during the 1990s was higher in states with smaller Hispanic populations
in 1990.39 “The results . . . strongly support the idea that relatively unfavor-
able job opportunity can counter a positive spiral causing continual increase
in immigration into a particular locality”40

Did IRCA Cause the Dispersion 
of Mexicans?

However, Heer’s is not the most visible explanation. Taking quite a dif-
ferent approach, Massey, Durand, and Malone proposed a political-legal
explanation. They suggested that new federal laws and new federal
migration-control strategies diverted Mexican immigration from traditional
destinations because the federal remedies lowered the wages of Mexican
immigrants.41 Their principal proof is the shift of illegal immigrants’ entry
points eastward after 1993, an approximate coincidence in time of federal
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Table 2.3 Dispersion of Foreign-Born Among Hundred Biggest 
Metropolitan Areas

Total Percentage Percentage
Decile Cities Population FBM FBM FBAI FBAI

1980
1 1 to 10 477717 11087 49.2 1412 51.3
2 11 to 20 211978 1911 8.5 307 11.1
3 21 to 30 149287 1324 5.9 193 7.0
4 31 to 40 111758 696 3.1 90 3.3
5 41 to 50 86310 88 0.4 57 2.1
Total 67.1 74.8

2000
1 1 to 10 478920 33580 37.3 4894 38.8
2 11 to 20 247546 10696 11.9 1711 13.6
3 21 to 30 172650 4082 4.5 1347 10.7
4 31 to 40 128988 4948 5.5 687 5.4
5 41 to 50 102000 1563 1.7 792 6.3
Total 60.9 74.8

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000a), 5 percent PUMS.



Texas, California, or Illinois. However, this was not the case: wages of all
immigrants were lower wherever immigrants were most concentrated
(table 2.4).

Most strikingly, in both 1990 and 2000, the incomes of immigrant Mexi-
cans were lower where they were most concentrated and their gross rents
were higher. Assisting on this project, Elsa von Scheven assembled evidence,
presented in table 2.5, about Mexican immigrant incomes and rents in
1990 and 2000.51 She arranged both distributions in descending order of
Mexican concentration. Los Angeles County led the array, followed by
California, Texas, and Illinois. All these are traditional destinations and
home many Mexicans. Next came eight new settlement states, which saw
heavy Mexican influx in the 1990s, and after them the thirty-nine other
American states.52 The economic conditions of Mexicans improved in both
1990 and 2000 as they moved to lower-density Mexican settlements. For
example, in 2000, immigrant Mexicans reported average annual incomes
of $8,469 in Los Angeles, $8,898 in California, $9,337 in Texas and Illinois.
The figure was $10,090 in the eight new settlement states and $10,919
everywhere else. Mexicans’ gross rents displayed the opposite tendency,
higher in traditional settlements and lower elsewhere. This patterning is
compatible with the hypothesis that migration networks reduced Mexican
immigrants’ earnings and increased their rents. The IRCA hypothesis
cannot explain these results.

Massey, Durand, and Malone also claim that IRCA actually hurt legal
immigrant wages more than illegal immigrant wages.53 Of course, Congress
intended IRCA to reduce only the wages of illegal immigrants. IRCA’s
reduction of the wages of legal immigrants the authors declare a counter-
productive result of badly framed federal legislation. There is a simpler
way to explain why the wages of legal as well as illegal Mexicans immi-
grants fell in the aftermath of IRCA: low-wage immigration reduces the
wages of earlier coethnic arrivals, legal and illegal alike.54 That is, contin-
uing immigrant influx (not IRCA) saturated prime network labor markets,
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Table 2.4 Hourly Wages of Foreign-Born by Native Decile: 
Percentage in Lowest Decile, 1990

Foreign-Born Arrival

Foreign- 1985 to 1980 to Before 
Native Born 1990 1984 1980

Six high-immigration 10 17.7 27.5 21.8 13.7
states

California 10 22.7 37.0 27.1 17.0
Los Angeles 10 29.5 44.5 35.9 22.4

Source: Reprinted with permission from Smith and Edmonston (1997, 180). © the National
Academy of Sciences, courtesy of the National Academies Press, Washington, D.C.



and pulled down the wages of all Mexican immigrants. Desperate for work,
legal and illegal immigrants turned to the informal economy, which ex-
panded in consequence, lowering wages additionally as it did. These results
would have occurred even if IRCA had never passed.

One issue remains: what consequences for immigrant settlement fol-
lowed from declining immigrant wages and living conditions and from
expanded informalization? Massey, Durand, and Malone declare that
IRCA and border enforcement did not “deter many migrants,” their stated
objective.55 If so, IRCA did not disrupt the flow of immigrant labor. Had
IRCA disrupted the flow, causing fewer immigrants to enter the United
States, immigrant wages would have fallen more slowly in the late 1980s,
undermining the likelihood that labor market saturation caused the Mex-
ican dispersion of the 1990s. However, IRCA did not reduce immigration
influx and so did nothing to diminish the force of the saturation argument.

Having claimed that IRCA caused wage declines among Mexican immi-
grants, Massey, Durand, and Malone never investigated the subsequent
impact that wage declines had on the regional dispersion of Mexicans.
Therefore, even conceding for the sake of argument that IRCA caused
declining wages, the declining wages then caused the dispersion of Mex-
ican immigration. In that case, the political explanation would only be
half right.

However, the critique does not end here. The proliferation of bogus
documents that followed IRCA reduced and possibly even eliminated
IRCA’s economic impact. With bogus immigration documents available
everywhere for a day’s pay, illegal immigrants did not need to lose their
jobs because of IRCA.56 Spanish-language newspapers told readers where
bogus documents were for sale, and how much they cost.57 On this ground,
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Table 2.5 Rents and Wages of Mexican Immigrants Eighteen or Older

Three  Eight New 
Los Angeles Traditional Settlement Other

County California States States States

1990
Yearly income $5,805 $5,998 $5,843 $6,183 $7,099
Gross rent $529 $507 $445 $271 $366

2000
Yearly income $8,469 $8,898 $9,337 $10,090 $10,919
Gross rent $618 $634 $562 $498 $540

1990, N 12,200 27,373 36,199 3,828 4,093
2000, N 15,600 27,685 49,793 18,201 19,901

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000a); U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990), 5 percent PUMS.



coethnics resided in a Los Angeles twenty years ago, then, thanks to net-
work migration, 10 percent of immigrant newcomers still settle there. Even
if the aggregate number of immigrants rises or falls in the intervening
time, the proportion of newcomers settling in places tends to remain the
same over very long periods of time because of self-reproducing migration
networks.

Networks themselves are usually measured directly, as Massey and his
colleagues have already done. Their method shows that Mexican migrants
had friends, neighbors, or kin in the destination they selected when they
arrived in their destination. However, the attractive power of migration
networks is measurable without actually measuring the networks them-
selves in this way. The alternative method is much simpler to accomplish
too, and has not yet been done. One may infer the existence of migration
networks from their measurable effects just as, in 1796, astronomers inferred
the existence of Pluto, then invisible to telescopes, from Pluto’s measur-
able effects on visible planets. Taking a comparable approach, table 2.6
shows the correlation coefficients that connected fifty states’ prior popula-
tion of foreign-born Mexicans with the number of foreign-born Mexicans
resident there later, but who had entered the United States well after the
initial measurement. The correlation coefficients reach a magnitude rarely
found in social research. Thus, when we correlate—by their state of resi-
dence in 2000—the number of foreign-born Mexicans who lived in the fifty
states and Puerto Rico in 1970 with the number of those who had entered
the United States between 1990 and 2000, the coefficient is an astounding
.968. In other words, the entry population of foreign-born Mexicans in the
decade 1990 to 2000 fanned out among fifty states in virtually perfect cor-
respondence to the coethnic population of those states twenty to thirty
years earlier. These newly arriving immigrants from Mexico could have
gone to any of the fifty American states or Puerto Rico, but instead selected
states for residence in exact proportion to the 1970 and 1980 Mexican pop-
ulation of the states they chose. Here is indirect quantitative evidence of
the power of Mexicans’ migration networks.

A harder test assesses the correspondence between new immigrants’
metropolitan residence in 2000, and the metropolitan residence of coethnics
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Table 2.6 Foreign-Born Population for Fifty States and Puerto Rico: 
Pearsonian Correlation

Foreign-Born Foreign-Born Mexicans Entered

Mexican Population 1980 to 1989 1990 to 2000

1970 .995 .968
1980 .993 .959

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000a; 2000c); U.S. Bureau of the Census (1980a, 291–96; 1983).



in 1980 and 1990. This test is harder because in 2000, there were 269 metro-
politan areas that contained immigrant Mexicans and 265 that contained
immigrant Asian Indians. There are only fifty states. Additionally, because
most immigrants cluster in six immigrant reception states and the metro-
politan areas within them, any correspondence between old settlers and
new immigrant coethnics might be inflated by the tendency of all immi-
grants to prefer the six traditional immigrant reception states.

To obviate this problem, table 2.7 compares the residence in 2000 of
newly arrived immigrant Mexicans and Asian Indians with the metro-
politan residence profile of coethnics and non-coethnics in 1980 and 1990.
It displays the coincidence between the residence choices of Asian Indians
in 1980 and 1990, of newly arrived coethnics in 2000, and of newly arrived
immigrant Mexicans in 2000. Conversely, the residence choices of newly
arrived Asian Indians in 2000 were predicted from the residence profile
of immigrant Mexicans. This exercise establishes an empirical baseline that
identifies an expected agreement between any two immigrant nationalities
and the augmented level of agreement that migration networks afford.
These results show that the 1980 and 1990 residential distribution of immi-
grant Mexicans offered a surprisingly accurate prediction (r = .32, .30) of
where newly arrived Asian Indians would live in 2000, and vice versa.
After all, most immigrants go to the same six immigrant-friendly states.
However, the residential distribution of foreign-born Mexicans in 1980 and
1990 offered a much more accurate prediction of where newly arrived
immigrant Mexicans would live in 2000. The same was true of foreign-
born Asian Indians whose 1980 and 1990 residential distribution among
265 metropolitan areas corresponded much better to that of the newly
arrived coethnics in 2000 than it did to newly arrived immigrant Mexicans
in that year. The disparity offers indirect proof of the migration network’s
attractive power.
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Table 2.7 Pearsonian Correlation Coefficients on 
Metropolitan Area Residence

New Arrivals, 1995 to 2000

Foreign-Born Foreign-Born 
Mexican Asian Indian

Foreign-born Mexicans
1980 .82 .32
1990 .83 .30

Foreign-born Asian Indians
1980 .50 .80
1990 .58 .86

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000a), 5 percent PUMS.



ment metropolitan areas, New York City contained the largest population
of Mexican immigrants in 2000; and Los Angeles had the largest population
of immigrant Mexicans of any of the traditional metropolitan regions. As
figure 2.7 shows, only about one-third of Los Angeles’s foreign-born Mex-
icans had entered the Los Angeles metropolitan area during the 1990s,
versus two-thirds of those in the New York City region. Because the Mex-
ican population had lived longer in Los Angeles on average than in New
York City, the contrast implies that Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles
were more settled than those in New York City during the 1990s. Addi-
tionally, among immigrant Mexicans who entered Los Angeles during
the 1990s, the sex ratio was much closer to balance than among those who
entered New York City during the same decade. The surplus of males in
New York City reflects an unsettled Mexican population because, once
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Table 2.8 Demographic Characteristics of Mexican Immigrants 
Eighteen or Older

Three  Eight New 
Los Angeles Traditional Settlement Other

County California States States States

Age
1990 29.6 27.5 28.1 28.3 28.4
2000 29.6 29.5 29.7 28.5 28.5

Years of 
education
1990 8.1 8.0 8.0 7.8 8.3
2000 8.2 8.2 8.3 8.5 8.6

Children in 
household
1990 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6
2000 2.0 1.9 1.8 1.4 1.4

Persons in 
household
1990 6.2 6.3 6.0 4.9 4.8
2000 6.1 6.2 5.7 5.3 5.3

Percentage 
male
1990 58 59 58 62 63
2000 55 55 56 63 65

1990, N 12,200 27,373 36,199 3,828 4,093
2000, N 15,600 27,685 49,793 18,201 19,901

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990); U.S. Census Bureau (2000a), 5 percent PUMS.
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and foreign-born Mexicans between 1980 and 2000 reveals a significant
finding. The comparison is important because high-education immi-
grants, such as Asian Indians, entered a labor market in which demand for
their technical skills was firm. On the average, Asian Indian immigrants
were much better educated than native-born white Americans and as such
closely approximated high technology migrants on the cusp of global
restructuring. In contrast, foreign-born Mexicans entered a labor force in
which the share of jobs for unskilled workers was declining. Although this
trend has, as Elaine Levine has observed, an ominous long-term implica-
tion in the shipwreck of the American Dream, it has also disadvantageous
short-term implications for Mexicans in declining relative wages.39

Figure 4.2 uses index numbers only and illustrates the trend of wages
from 1980 until 2000 across national-origin groups. Obviously Mexicans
were a much larger group than Asian Indians. In 2000, the Los Angeles–
Long Beach metropolitan region was home to 837,000 Mexican but only
21,020 Asian Indian wage earners. Figure 4.2 displays only the trend of
mean wages for both immigrant groups relative to the rest of the metro-
politan area population, the aggregated metropolitan areas of six high-

Source: Reprinted with permission from Smith and Edmonston (1997, 180). © the National
Academy of Sciences, courtesy of the National Academies Press, Washington, D.C.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Before 1980 1980 to 1984 1985 to 1990

Six States
California
Los Angeles

Date of Entry

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Figure 4.1 Foreign-Born in Lowest Wage Decile by Region, 1990



immigration states excluding Los Angeles, and the aggregated metro-
politan areas of “nontraditional” reception areas.

Results confirm what Peter Stalker reported about the contrasting
trend of Mexican and Asian Indian wages for the 1970 to 1990 period, but
extend his results to 2000.40 Between 1980 and 2000, Mexican wages
increased less than the mean wages of “All Other” workers in every set-
ting. In the Los Angeles metropolitan region, Mexican immigrants’ wages
decreased 15.4 percent relative to those of All Others in the twenty years.
In other traditional destination areas, they decreased a relative 18.4 per-
cent. Finally, in the nontraditional, high-growth cities, Mexican immi-
grants’ wages fell a relative 28.5 percent behind All Other between 1980
and 2000. That result is initially surprising. One wonders why Mexican
immigrants would rush into nontraditional regions in which their rela-
tive wages were falling the most. On the other hand, the nontraditional
reception areas experienced a massive thirteenfold increase in their Mex-
ican population in those twenty years. It is thus plausible that the huge
influx itself depressed the wage growth of Mexican immigrants in the
nontraditional areas.

The wage experience of foreign-born Asian Indians was quite differ-
ent than that of foreign-born Mexicans. In every setting, Asian Indian

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000a, 2000b, 2000c), 5 percent PUMS.
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increased from 11 percent to 36 percent of the population of Los Angeles
County.6 Except for non-Hispanic whites, all the immigrant groups in
southern California fielded increasing immigration cohorts in every
decennial year between 1970 and 2000. As a result, the foreign-born pop-
ulation of the city of Los Angeles quadrupled between 1970 and 2000,
reaching an apex of 6.8 percent of the total foreign-born population of the
United States in 1990 (table 4.1). However, in the 1990s, even though the
national foreign-born population increased by 11,332,684 that of the city
of Los Angeles increased by only 176,055. As a result, Los Angeles’s share
of the national foreign-born population dropped from 6.8 percent in 1990
to 4.9 percent in 2000, a decrease of approximately 28 percent. In hard
numbers, the city’s foreign-born population in 2000 was 1,512,720 rather
than 2,114,800. In other words, thanks to the drop in its relative attrac-
tiveness to foreigners, the city had 602,080 fewer immigrants in 2000 than
it would otherwise have had.

In the case of Mexicans, the immigration cohorts grew consistently
in size between 1980 and 2000, nearly quadrupling the foreign-born
Mexican population. But the five-county Los Angeles metropolitan
area share of the total U.S. population of foreign-born Mexicans
declined in this period, from 31.7 to 16.7 percent. Although the area
was still the largest settlement of Mexicans in the United States in 2000,
its share of the nation’s total Mexican-origin population had fallen 
50 percent since 1980. Of course, this decline reflected the dispersion of
Mexican population from traditional settlement regions discussed in
chapter 2. But the local demographic consequences merit separate
attention. If the Los Angeles metropolitan area had retained its 1980
share, metropolitan Los Angeles would have had a Mexican-origin
population of 2,491,068 instead of 1,530,280. The difference would have
added an additional 960,788 foreign-born Mexicans to the metropoli-
tan population. This additional Mexican population would have rep-
resented a 10-percent increase in the total population of the Los Angeles
metropolitan area.

Table 4.1 Foreign-Born Population, City of Los Angeles and United States

Year United States Los Angeles Los Angeles as Percentage

2000 31,100,000 1,512,720 4.9
1990 19,767,316 1,336,665 6.8
1980 14,079,906 804,818 5.7
1970 9,619,302 410,870 4.3
1960 9,738,091 311,677 3.2

Sources: Gibson and Lennon (1999); U.S. Census Bureau, American Fact Finder (2000).



70 Deflecting Immigration

County. Their estimates of the informal sector ranged from 9 percent to
29 percent of total employment; the median estimate was 15 percent.55

Illegal Latino immigrants were heavily overrepresented in what Joassart-
Marcelli and Flaming identified as heartland industries of the informal
sector (table 4.2). For example, in the textile industry nearly half of the
workers in these industries were illegal immigrants even though illegal
workers represent no more than one-tenth of the Los Angeles County
labor force.

Intended for consumption by government agencies, but reported as
well in the press, this report raised economic and social criticisms of the
informal sector.56 On the economic side, Joassart-Marcelli and Flaming
pointed out that workers in the informal sector paid no taxes. This lost
revenue amounted to an estimated $1.2 billion in 2001. Additionally,
employers who hire illegal workers “are also likely to break other types
of regulations” such as those related to health, safety, and wages. There-
fore, Los Angeles’s burgeoning informal economy really represented an
employers’ crime wave. Finally, most employees of informal firms did
not earn a living wage. Three-quarters of the Los Angeles population in
poverty was Latino in 2000 even though Latinos were only half the pop-
ulation.57 On the social side, Joassart-Marcelli and Flaming noted, “There
are broad and widening differences in the distribution of wealth in the
Los Angeles region.” The deprivations of the low-wage population are

Table 4.2 Industries Employing Illegal Latino Immigrants in 
Los Angeles County, 1990

Percentage Illegal 
Industry Total Employment Immigrants

Textile 16,660 49
Apparel 94,634 47
Leather 3,913 45
Furniture 32,325 42
Rubber and plastics 20,307 39
Agriculture, forestry, and fisheries 49,124 37
Lumber and wood 9,487 37
Miscellaneous manufacturing 69,597 33
Private households 45,288 31
Food and tobacco manufacturing 40,623 31
Primary metal 16,994 29
Paper and allied products 14,513 29
Eating and drinking places 177,865 28
Fabricated metal 44,089 28
Stone and concrete 16,811 27

Source: Joassart-Marcelli and Flaming (2002), with permission from the Economic
Roundtable.



72 Deflecting Immigration

2000 the employment buffers (informal economy plus ethnic ownership
economy) had approximately quadrupled the labor absorption capacity
of Los Angeles County’s employment mainstream.

Census data expose the uneven impact of globalization on self-
employment rates in Los Angeles between 1970 and 1990. Globalization’s
impact on self-employment in Los Angeles was complex, and affected
natives as well as immigrants. Under a regime of global restructuring, native
workers’ self-employment increases in regions that export jobs, such as
southern California. Self-employment of native-born workers increases
because the exportation of production jobs in manufacturing, a defining
characteristic of globalization, strips native-born workers of their wage jobs,
encouraging self-employment. Additionally, the previously non-employed
wives of redundant men then become self-employed in order to shore up
their family’s declining income. For this reason, as shown in table 4.3, self-
employment among native-born white women in Los Angeles increased
more than it did among their male counterparts between 1970 and 1990, but
increased for both more rapidly than their wage employment did.66

However, one should distinguish the jobs-export self-employment of
the native born from the network-driven self-employment of immigrants.
Although both changes originated in globalization, their immediate
causes were different. Demand-driven immigrations need no support from
self-employment because an attractive wage awaits every immigrant. In
the course of network-driven migrations, as wages drop and unemploy-
ment increases, immigrants turn in desperation to self-employment. Doing
so, they scrape the bottom of the barrel. More immigrant business owners

Table 4.3 Indices of Change in Employment for Southern California, 
1970 to 1990

Employment Self-Employment

Native-born white men 100 139
Native-born white women 140 259

Foreign-born white men 115 194
Foreign-born white women 134 182

Foreign-born Asian men 911 1,331
Foreign-born Asian women 994 NA

Foreign-born Hispanic men 610 756
Foreign-born Hispanic women 691 1,660

Source: Light and Roach (1996, table 7.4).
Notes: Index = Percent change in category/percent change in native white 
employment × 100.
NA = data not available.
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economic welfare cannot be attributed to declining educational qualifi-
cation of later arrival Hispanic cohorts.

In addition to declining earnings and sharply increased self-employment
rates, telltale signs of self-employment’s declining health, new evidence
bears on the percentage of specifically Mexican firms with employees and
their gross receipts between 1969 and 1997 (see table 4.5). The percentage of
Mexican-owned firms with employees plummeted between 1969 and 1997
everywhere in the United States. The decline was worse in California than
nationally, but worst in Los Angeles. In Los Angeles, employer firms
declined from 32.1 percent of all Mexican-owned firms to 13.1 percent in
those twenty-eight years. This severe reduction amounts to a qualitative
decline in the economic level of the entire Mexican ownership economy.
It is plausible to ascribe this qualitative decline to a massive invasion of
under- and unemployed Mexicans, who opened undercapitalized one-
person firms in a desperate attempt to find work. A similar conclusion can
be drawn from the mean gross receipts of Mexican-owned firms. In cur-
rent dollars, their mean gross receipts increased only 90 percent as much
in Los Angeles as they did nationwide, a relative slackening of earnings
in southern California. The presumptive cause is again heavy influx of
new and marginal business owners in overcrowded Los Angeles markets,
resulting in declining earnings per firm.

Table 4.4 Index of Mean Earnings Changes, Los Angeles Region, 
1970 to 1990 (Ages 25 to 64)

Earnings Growth Earnings, 1990

Whites
Private sector wage earners 100 100
Incorporated self-employed 101 209
Unincorporated self-employed 59 109

Hispanics
Private sector wage earners 72 53
Incorporated self-employed 53 102
Unincorporated self-employed 53 67

Asians
Private sector wage earners 95 78
Incorporated self-employed 89 150
Unincorporated self-employed 65 95

Source: Light and Roach (1996, table 7.2).
Notes: Indices = Percentage growth = Percentage change in earnings of group/
percentage change in earnings of whites, 1970–1990 × 100; Earnings, 1990 = average earn-
ings of group/average earnings of white employees in the private sector × 100.



Spread of Slums and 
Overcrowded Housing

Declining incomes reduce the quality of housing immigrants can afford.
Low wages mean that slums, overcrowding, and overpayment all increase.
Overpayment means housing costs higher than incomes can normally
afford, and is conventionally pegged at housing costs in excess of 30 percent
of household income.71 When network-driven immigration concentrates
new immigrants in selected locations, as it did in Los Angeles, the network
accentuates the immigration’s impact on housing costs in immigrant neigh-
borhoods. Network clustering of immigrants put additional upward pres-
sure on regional housing prices that were trending upward for other rea-
sons as well. The combination trapped Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles
between declining wages and rising rents in Los Angeles just as chapter 2
showed it did nationally. The whipsaw represented the spontaneous
response of the housing market and labor market to long-term network-
driven immigration of the unskilled. Carried far and long enough, this mar-
ket response significantly reduced Mexican and Central American immi-
grants’ quality of life in Los Angeles and southern California, especially the
quality of life of the newest, younger, and less established immigrants.

In 1970, when the immigration began, housing costs in Los Angeles
were already 60 percent higher than the U.S. average. During the 1970s
and 1980s, however, they increased in Los Angeles faster than elsewhere
in the country.72 By 2000, they were twice those in the average American
metropolitan area. Unsurprisingly, as the costs of housing rose, and rela-
tive incomes fell, lower income households began to crowd more people
into residences. Between 1980 and 2000, the percentage of Los Angeles
households overpaying increased from 28.7 to 35.9 percent, and the per-

Table 4.5 Mexican-Owned Firms in United States, California, and 
Los Angeles

1969 1997

Percentage employer firms
United States 32.5 19.2
California 33.6 15.9
Los Angeles 32.1 13.1

Mean gross receipts per firm
United States $33,728 $156,147
California $34,230 $155,293
Los Angeles $31,512 $139,902

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1971, tables 1,2,6); U.S. Census Bureau (2001, 
tables 5, 7).
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centage who were overcrowded increased from 13.0 to 25.6 percent.73 The
burden fell most heavily on the poor and on immigrants.74 Dowell Myers
and Seong Woo Lee showed that 35.2 percent of immigrants who had
arrived in southern California during the 1970s lived in overcrowded
housing in 1980.75 A decade later, 47.9 percent of recent immigrants did
so (see table 4.6). In contrast, in 1990, only 3.2 percent of the native born
did. In many cases, overcrowding represented a violation of law. Aware
of the overcrowding, officials of the Los Angeles Building and Safety
Department were reluctant to enforce existing density laws for fear of cre-
ating mass homelessness. “We don’t want to kick people out into the
street with no place to stay.”76 There was also political corruption. After
slumlords contributed to his political campaign, the Los Angeles City
Attorney reduced the penalties his office sought from them.77

Los Angeles County’s worst housing was in the heavily Latino, sub-
urban city of Santa Ana. Santa Ana also had the second highest percent-
age of foreign-born residents of any city in the United States in the 1990s.
In one of its dilapidated single-family homes lived Gloria Valadez, her
twenty-six-year-old daughter, and her six grandchildren. Valadez shared
this two-bedroom house with eight other tenants, bringing the total occu-
pation to sixteen. Her detached garage also housed paying tenants. Occu-
pants “put up with mice, cockroaches, broken windows and faulty plumb-
ing.” A lodger even paid $150 for the right to sleep eight hours on the
couch.78 This housing situation was unpleasant and unattractive, but it was
also illegal because of overcrowding, infestation, dilapidation, unautho-
rized occupancy, and substandard plumbing and electrical connections.

Along with the overcrowding, occupation of substandard housing also
increased in Los Angeles between 1970 and 2000. The main development
was the proliferation of dilapidated, tenement housing in the central city,
but especially in Pico-Union, the Central American neighborhood west of
downtown. Servicing impoverished immigrant tenants, landlords collected

Table 4.6 Southern California Residents in Overcrowded Housing 
(Percentages)

Immigrants Year of Immigration 1980 1990

1980 to 1990 NA 47.9
1970 to 1979 35.2 36.0
1960 to 1969 16.6 16.3
Before 1960 4.0 4.8

Native-born 1.9 3.2

Source: Myers and Lee (1996, 57), with permission.
Note: Overcrowded housing is defined as more than 1.5 persons per room.



When these definitions were used, whites were 47.3 percent of employ-
ers, but only 32.2 percent of workers. Asians were 42.4 percent of employ-
ers, but only 14.5 percent of workers. White employers, in principle, could
have employed 68 percent of white workers. But Asian employers could
not have employed so high a proportion of Asian workers. Obviously,
Asian-owned garment factories had to employ mostly non-Asian work-
ers. Without non-Asian workers, Asian employers would have been
unable to recruit all the labor they needed.

The objective now is to estimate the share of the immigrant ownership
economy, the ethnic ownership economies, and the mainstream economy
in constituting the Los Angeles garment industry in 1990. Census data do
not permit matching employers and employees by ethno-racial origin. The
best researchers can obtain from the U.S. Census is juxtaposed lists that
show the nativity of garment industry factory owners on one side and of
sewing machine operators on the other. Nonetheless, from these lists, if
permitted some assumptions, we can estimate the share of the labor force

How the Garment Industry Expanded 89

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1990), 5 percent PUMS (of Hispanics 48 percent identified 
themselves as white).
a Owners are persons self-employed in garment manufacturing whose census occupation 
was “managers and administrators.” Owners were excluded if their occupation did not 
suggest supervisory responsibility for sewers.
b Sewers are wage earners in garment manufacturing whose census occupation was
“sewing machine operators.” This category was the biggest in garment manufacturing.
Other industry employees were ignored if their job title, such as accountant, did not
imply production work with a sewing machine.
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Table 5.1 Place of Birth of Personnel in Garment Industry of 
Los Angeles, 1990

Place of Birth Owners Sewers

North America 35.3 59.7
United States 28.5 6.0
Canada 0.7 0.1
Mexico 6.1 53.6

Caribbean 4.7 0.8
Puerto Rico 0.0 0.1
Cuba 4.0 0.5
Dominican Republic 0.7 0.1
Haiti 0.0 0.1

Europe 5.6 0.7
France 0.0 0.1
West Germany 0.6 0.0
Italy 0.4 0.2
Poland 0.7 0.1
Romania 0.0 0.1
Spain 0.0 0.1
Sweden 0.7 0.0
United Kingdom 1.6 0.0
Soviet Union 1.6 0.2

Asia 40.1 13.2
Cambodia 3.1 0.4
China 6.8 5.5
Hong Kong 0.8 0.6
Japan 0.4 0.2
Korea 19.3 3.1
Laos 0.0 0.2
Philippines 0.0 0.5
Taiwan 3.7 0.3
Thailand 2.1 0.5
Vietnam 3.9 1.9

Middle East 6.5 0.5
Iran 3.7 0.2
Iraq 2.1 0.0
Lebanon 0.7 0.2
Turkey 0.0 0.1

Central America 3.2 18.6
Belize 0.0 0.1
Costa Rica 0.0 0.1
El Salvador 1.4 11.0
Guatemala 0.0 5.4
Honduras 0.0 0.8
Nicaragua 1.8 1.2

(Table continues on p. 92.)



number is listed in table 5.2, which estimates the three employment sec-
tors’ contributions to total employment in the garment industry. This
estimate (30.3 percent) represents the share of total garment industry
employment that took the form of immigrant employers hiring coethnic
immigrant workers.44 Similarly, the mainstream economy’s contribution to
garment industry employment was 22.5 percent. This employment was
strictly native-born employers who hired immigrant workers. From a tech-
nical standpoint, and given the limitation of this evidence, one must call this
the mainstream economy because native-born employers hired immigrants.
The last sector, the immigrant ownership economy, arises when immigrant
employers hire non-coethnic immigrants. When Mr. Park hires Mrs. Lopez,
this employment relationship falls into the immigrant economy.
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South America 3.9 1.9
Argentina 0.0 0.1
Brazil 0.0 0.1
Chile 0.8 0.1
Colombia 0.9 0.3
Ecuador 0.5 0.7
Peru 1.1 0.5
Uruguay 0.6 0.1

Africa 0.7 0.1
Egypt 0.0 0.1
South Africa 0.7 0.0

Total 100 95.7a

N (3,181) (67,883)

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990), 5 percent PUMS.
a missing data.

Table 5.1 Place of Birth of Personnel in Garment Industry of 
Los Angeles, 1990 (Continued)

Place of Birth Owners Sewers

Table 5.2 Economic Location of Garment Industry Personnel, 1990

Mainstream 22.5%
Native hires immigrant 22.5%

Immigrant economy 47.2
Immigrant hires non-coethnic immigrant 47.2

Ethnic economy 30.3
Immigrant hires coethnic immigrant 24.3
Native hires native 6.0

Total 100% 100%

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990), 5 percent PUMS.
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of Los Angeles County’s economy.4 Its vast garment and textile manufac-
turing industry employed 150,000 workers in 1996. This estimate is con-
servative because the official figures do not include the garment industry’s
huge informal sector.5

Approximately 93 percent of all the workers in the industry were foreign-
born in 1990. Of them, an estimated 80 percent were illegally in the United
States by 1999. Only 65 percent had been illegal in 1976.6 About 80 percent
were women. The Los Angeles Times acknowledged that immigrants pro-
vided virtually all the financial capital, human capital, social capital, cultural
capital, and labor power that the city’s garment contracting required.7
Indeed, as Min Zhou observed of New York City, without the immigrant-
created garment industry, Los Angeles would not have been able to absorb
150,000 immigrants who, thanks to the industry, were working there in
1996.8 In this sense, Los Angeles’s expanded absorption capacity was a
derivative product of immigrant entrepreneurs, immigrant workers, and
the immigration process itself. The garment industry thus represented the
kind of buffering increase in carrying capacity that chapter 5 proposed.9

Before 1982, garment manufacturers were not required to register with
the state of California, and employers simply ignored the state’s labor
code. Enforcement was nonexistent. Contractors paid their employees
less than the statutory minimum wage, gave out illegal industrial home-
work, maintained filthy and unsafe workplaces, and evaded taxation.10 To
improve the enforcement of the labor code, California passed the Montoya
Act in 1982, requiring garment contractors to register their factories with
state authorities.11 Registered firms were subject to unannounced inspec-
tions by state enforcement authorities, whose agents could seize books
and impound bundles. This legislation changed the garment industry a
little, but nonregistration was still widespread in the 1990s. The California
Safety Compliance Corporation estimated that 40 percent of the garment
contractors were still unregistered in 1996.12 It is not clear how much the

Table 6.1 Apparel Manufacturinga in Los Angeles County, 1970 to 2003

1970 1977 1987 1997 2003

Establishmentsb 2,332 2,559 3,349 4,329 3,710
Employees 73,926 78,418 98,541 113,548 68,362
Mean employees per establishment 31.7 30.6 29.4 26.2 18.4

Sources: Geospatial and Statistical Data Center (n.d.); U.S. Bureau of the Census (1972,
table 2, p. 64), U.S. Bureau of the Census (2005, table 6, p. 127).
a Apparel and other textile products.
b In 1970, data were collected for “reporting units.” The reporting category was later
changed to establishments. “Each manufacturing location of a company is counted as a
separate reporting unit. In manufacturing industries, reporting units are, therefore, 
conceptually the same as establishment in Census Bureau terminology.”



The Immigrant Growth Machine

In multiethnic California, growth machines need no longer be all white.
Indeed, following Keil,104 one concludes that in Los Angeles “local space
entrepreneurs” could not be white and still attract Asian capital.105 When
immigrants turn to real property acquisition and development, they join
the locality’s growth machine. As such, immigrant property developers
acquire a financial interest in promoting growth in the destination local-
ity. To accomplish this end, Asian immigrant place entrepreneurs attracted
coethnic immigrants from Asian homelands, not whites from the Mid-
west as the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century founders of Los Ange-
les had done (figure 7.1). Immigrant place entrepreneurs direct urban
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Source: Author’s compilations.
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region’s supply of cheap housing has failed to keep up with the demand
created by this army of immigrants.”26 Unfortunately, renting the garages
caused new problems. Illegal dwellings posed fire hazards.27 Neighbors
complained that garage dwellers cut down street trees to plant vegeta-
bles (which they ate), hung clothing on fences to dry (having no clothes
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Source: Southern California Association of Governments (2000).
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tial phase, 1880–1920, the suburbanization of Los Angeles depended upon
the world’s most extensive streetcar system, the Pacific Electric Railroad.10

After 1920, as automotive transportation became an alternative, the Los
Angeles’s growth machine switched its transportation allegiance, encour-
aging and promoting highway construction and private passenger auto-
mobiles rather than streetcars.11 In the 1950s and 1960s, suburbanization
and highway construction proceeded at a frantic pace, and public trans-
portation disintegrated just as fast. The well-documented upshot was a
metropolitan region whose urban core was suburban in character, and
whose suburbs were numerous, independent, and bucolic. Detractors
ridiculed Los Angeles as suburbs in search of a city. However, the Los
Angeles region’s experiment in decentralized and low-density urbaniza-
tion became the model around which American civilization organized
twentieth-century suburbanization.12

By 1970, when the mass immigration of Latinos began, the urban mor-
phology of Los Angeles already was firmly in place. Los Angeles County
lies within a five-county southern California megalopolis with multiple
central cities, the largest and by far the most prominent of which is the
city of Los Angeles.13 The city of Los Angeles then occupied about half of
the county of Los Angeles. The metropolitan suburbs lay within the
county of Los Angeles, but by definition outside the city. Table 8.1 shows
the population of the city of Los Angeles and its metropolitan region in
1980, 1990, and 2000. In city and suburbs, the population of non-Hispanic
whites declined between 1980 and 2000, largely as a result of egress to
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Table 8.1 Population of Los Angeles by Ethno-Racial Category

1980 1990 2000 Index

City
Non-Hispanic white 1,419,402 1,299,604 1,099,188 77
Non-Hispanic black 495,722 454,289 422,819 85
Hispanic 816,075 1,391,411 1,719,073 211
Asian 196,017 341,807 398,888 203
Total 2,966,836 3,485,398 3,694,820 125

Suburbs
Non-Hispanic white 2,182,518 1,972,758 1,592,890 73
Non-Hispanic black 364,141 391,210 417,155 115
Hispanic 1,173,335 1,801,318 2,284,670 195
Asian 211,922 539,826 746,250 352
Total 3,979,965 4,709,502 5,110,342 128

Metropolitan total 6,946,801 8,194,900 8,805,162 127

Source: Lewis Mumford Center (various years).
Note: Index = 2000/1980 × 100.



affordable housing, they derailed the migration networks that had already
brought millions of Latinos to southern California and, if able to find
affordable housing for them, would have brought another million. With the
exception of San Francisco and New York, all other major cities of the
United States offered more affordable housing than Los Angeles did in
1990. Lower housing costs elsewhere offered a powerful incentive for
immigrants to leave Los Angeles County, and the internal migration of
immigrant Latinos from Los Angeles to secondary settlements reflected the
pressure of housing costs as well as of low wages.74

Deflection Reduced Housing Costs

The joint effects of political nimbyism and house market dynamics are evi-
dent in housing statistics gathered by the Southern California Association
of Non-Profit Housing. These statistics show that Los Angeles housing
costs and overcrowding grew most rapidly and achieved the most dra-
matic superiority in the 1980s.75 In the 1990s, housing cost increases in Los
Angeles actually abated while they rose elsewhere. Table 8.2 summarizes
housing conditions in the city of Los Angeles between 1980 and 2000. Pop-
ulation growth was most rapid in the 1980s, then tapered off in the 1990s
as both Latinos and working-class whites quit the region. In the 1990s,
Latinos began to explore nontraditional destinations. Corresponding to
this sequence, the percentage of overcrowded households doubled in the
1980s, then declined in the 1990s so that Los Angeles Latinos were better
housed in 2000 than they had been in 1990. Similarly, the percentage of
overpaying households increased 22 percent in the 1980s, then dropped in
the 1990s. Housing conditions in Los Angeles improved after people left
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Table 8.2 Housing Conditions and Changes in Los Angeles

Index

City 1980 1990 2000 1990/80 2000/90 2000/80

Population (000) 2,966 3,485 3,695 117 106 125

Housing units (000) 1,189 1,300 1,338 109 103 113

Affordability
Percentage overpaying 28.7 35.0 35.9 122 103 125
Percentage overcrowded 13.0 22.3 25.6 172 115 197
Percentage 
owner-occupied 40.3 39.4 38.6 98 98 96

Source: O’Hara (2002, figure 1).
Note: Overcrowded is defined as more than 1.0 persons per room (bathrooms, foyers and
porches excluded). Includes owners and renters. Overpaying is defined as more than 
35 percent of gross household income spent for rent and utilities or homeowner 
expenses (mortgage, taxes, and utilities). Based on owners and renters.



the region. This lagged improvement suggests that emigration from the
region expanded affordable housing.

Table 8.3 displays median house values in Los Angeles compared to Cal-
ifornia and to the rest of the United States for the period 1980 to 2000. In
1970, homes in Los Angeles sold for prices comparable to those elsewhere
in the United States. Thirty years later, Los Angeles prices were twice the
national average. The biggest difference was in 1990, when the average Los
Angeles house was three times more expensive. A decade later, though still
very high by national standards, Los Angeles house prices had come down.
Indeed, in the 1990s, home prices in Los Angeles grew only 60 percent as
fast as those elsewhere in the country and were actually receding toward
the national mean. Los Angeles housing was becoming more affordable—
thanks to the egress of population from the region.

Los Angeles rents moved in tandem with home prices between 1980 and
2000. This close relationship matters because Latino immigrants were
chiefly renters, not homeowners. Table 8.4 shows median national and Los
Angeles contract rents for the period 1980 to 2000. In 2000, median monthly
rents in Los Angeles were $612 a month, 18 percent higher than the national
figure. However, in 1990, a decade earlier, that 18 percent had been 45 per-
cent. In terms of index values, rents were about 10 percent higher at their
peak than were home values. Rents actually rose less rapidly in Los Ange-
les in the 1990s than they did elsewhere in the United States. Like home
prices, rents were declining toward national averages in Los Angeles dur-
ing the 1990s.

These housing statistics suggest that homeowner nimbyism, antislum
crusades, slow-growth political power, natural obstacles to sprawl, and
sky-high housing prices combined to deflect Latino migration away from
Los Angeles in the 1990s. Housing conditions improved in Los Angeles
thanks in part to the departure of whites, who had their own reasons for
departing, but also because immigrants were deflected. Most deflected
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Table 8.3 Median House Value

Dollar Cost (000) Index

1980 1990 2000 1990/80 2000/90 2000/80

Los Angeles, city 96 245 223 255 91 232
California 85 196 212 230 108 249
United States 47 79 120 168 152 255

Los Angeles as percentage 204 310 186 152 60 91
of United States

Source: O’Hara (2002, figure 3).
Note: Index = later/earlier × 100.



immigrants never came to Los Angeles because, while still abroad, they
already knew the region was unaffordable.76 The rough sequence of
changes is essential: In the 1980s, housing conditions worsened, and then,
in the 1990s, improved. In the 1980s, experiencing network-driven migra-
tion, Los Angeles housing prices rose sharply. High and rising housing
prices compelled low-wage Latino immigrants to overpay and to live in
overcrowded and substandard housing. In the 1990s, confronting sky-
high housing costs, homeowner nimbyism, and antislum crusades in Los
Angeles, the migration network partially redirected itself away from Los
Angeles and toward nontraditional destinations such as North Carolina
and Louisiana. As the influx of new migrants slowed, pressure on Los
Angeles housing relaxed, prices fell, overcrowding and overpayment
declined, and slums ceased to grow.

This argument has overlooked the textbook possibility of augmented
housing supply in response to high housing prices. Possibly in the 1980s,
high housing costs encouraged new building in the 1990s, thus augment-
ing the supply of housing, and tending to reduce housing costs. In this case,
augmented supply of new housing (not population egress) would account
for the relative improvement of Los Angeles housing conditions in the
1990s. However, that textbook scenario did not, in fact, materialize; indeed,
the rate of housing construction declined in the 1990s, and the share of 
multifamily housing construction in total housing construction declined an
additional 50 percent as well.77 For these reasons, Myers and Park called the
1990s, “the great housing collapse in California.”78 That said, there is some
tiny merit after all to the textbook’s argument because the housing supply
did grow a little. Table 8.2 shows that the number of housing units in the
city of Los Angeles expanded 13 percent between 1980 and 2000. This was
inadequate expansion, but it was expansion. Without the tiny supply
enhancement, housing conditions would have been even worse in 2000.
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Table 8.4 Median Contract Rent

Monthly 
Dollar Cost Index

1980 1990 2000 1990/80 2000/90 2000/80

Los Angeles, city 229 544 612 238 113 267
California 252 561 677 223 121 269
United States 198 374 519 189 139 262

Los Angeles as percentage 116 145 118 126 81 102
of United States

Source: O’Hara (2002, figure 3).
Note: Index = later/earlier × 100.



we would expect higher levels of such opinion in California and other tra-
ditional settlement states than in the new settlement states. But the polling
data disclose no such variation.

Half the Latinos Are Whites

Only half of Latino immigrants declared themselves non-white in the 2000
Census. If poverty intolerance were a product of disguised racism, then
Los Angeles suburbs should have enforced housing codes and antisweat-
shop laws against non-white Latinos and tolerated the poverty and con-
ditions of white Latinos. Yet none of that happened. Therefore, it does not
appear that the color of immigrants influenced the enforcement of indus-
trial and housing codes in Los Angeles. White Latinos and brown Latinos
received the same treatment.

As chapter 4 showed, Asian immigrants owned many garment industry
sweatshops. In them, Asian employers hired Asian and Latina seam-
stresses at substandard wages in unsafe working conditions and without
medical insurance. To that extent, antisweatshop campaigns threatened

Source: Author’s compilations from unpublished data provided by the Pew Hispanic 
Research Center, with permission.
Note: Data for 1999 do not include Delaware, a new destination state. Also 1999 California 
estimate is based on a sample size of less than 100, thus highly unreliable.
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