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California, America’s most popu-
lous state—with the dimensions, economy, 
power, and international ties, if not the sov-
ereignty, of a nation—can and should play 
a leading role in attempting to break the 

U.S. legislative impasse on immigration policy and in 
forging policies to integrate immigrants more success-
fully into twenty-first century America. It should do 
so because California has long-standing, unique and 
relevant experience with immigration; because Cali-
fornians have a huge stake in reforming the country’s 
dysfunctional immigration regime; and because they 
are ready to take the lead in demonstrating positive 
approaches to integrating immigrants. 

This will not be a simple matter, particularly as 
making and implementing immigration policy are 
obviously and necessarily federal responsibilities. But 
the issue is so central to California’s future that the 
state should try to find ways to specify and promote its 
interests, and to help lead and shape national policy. 

Immigrants and the  
Making of Modern California
From its earliest days, California has attracted diverse 
international immigration and built its prosperity on 
the labor of foreign-born workers. International immi-
grants were at the forefront of the mid-nineteenth- 
century gold rush and in the stunning development 

by  Abraham F. Lowenthal 
What California  

Can Teach Us
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From California’s convoluted history 
of immigration, a latent consensus 
may be developing about the 
importance of immigrants for the 
economy and strength in diversity. 
Such a consensus could point 
the way forward for an improved 
national policy on immigration.

Moving The DebATe ForWArD:

of California’s agriculture. They constructed the rail-
roads, dams, aqueducts, and highways that made 
possible the state’s rapid twentieth-century growth. 
They led the emergence of Hollywood as the world’s 
cinema capital and contributed to California’s rapid 
expansion during and after World War II. 

In more recent decades, a considerable share of 
California’s economic productivity and expansion is 
due to the contribution of international immigrants. 
Silicon Valley’s transformation into the world’s cen-
ter for the computer industry was largely spear-
headed by foreign-born immigrant engineers and 
entrepreneurs. According to one study, 39 percent of 
technology start-ups in California in the past decade 

were founded or co-founded by entrepreneurs born 
in China or India.1 Immigrant entrepreneurs, scien-
tists and technicians also play a major role in the rise 
of the biomedical sector in nearly all of the state’s 
major cities. At the same time, California’s health 
care system relies heavily on foreign-born doctors, 
dentists, nurses, pharmacists, and other health care 
professionals. Immigrant labor in restaurants, hotels, 
child care, construction, building maintenance, 
landscaping, car washes, laundries, and many other 
fields has also become critical to the lives of Califor-
nia’s middle and upper classes.2

While immigration has long been a part of Cali-
fornia’s story, the flow of foreign-born persons into 

by  Abraham F. Lowenthal 
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the state since the 1960s has been unprecedented in 
size. During the 1970s, California added 1.8 million 
foreign-born residents, more than had entered the 
state in the previous 70 years combined. During the 
1980s, an additional 2.8 million immigrants settled 
in California, followed by another 2.4 million in 
the 1990s. From 1930 to 1970, more than 95 percent 
of the population growth of California came from 
those born in California or elsewhere in the U.S., 
but in the 1970s, 49 percent of the state’s population 
growth was due to foreign-born immigrants. Births 
in Latino families alone became the majority in Cali-
fornia by 2001. Twenty-seven percent of all residents 
of California today were born in another country, 
and more than half of Californians have at least one 
immigrant parent.

Today’s immigrant population in California is 
distinctive for a number of reasons, including its 
size relative to the state’s native-born population; 
its overwhelmingly Latin American and Asian ori-
gins; the predominance of recent arrivals; and the 
large number of unauthorized entrants, especial-
ly from Mexico and Central America. California is 
also notable because of the educational and socio-
economic diversity of its immigrants, ranging from 
those holding advanced degrees to those with low 
levels of education. 

Shifting Attitudes, 
Resistance and Acceptance
Immigration has always been accompanied by con-
troversy in California. Resistance to immigrant labor 
in the nineteenth century, then primarily from Asia, 
has been mirrored throughout California’s history. 
It has waxed and waned with California’s economic 
ups and downs, its shifting labor requirements, the 
changing ethnic and socioeconomic composition of 
immigrant flows, and broader political currents that 
have affected notions of identity and community. 

At various times in the last 125 years, Californians 
have been prominent in national efforts to curb 
immigration. At other times, Californians have been 
among those pressing for less restrictive and some-
times even pro-immigration policies. 

In recent years, both these currents have been 
evident. In 1994, Californian voters approved Prop-
osition 187, which would have denied social servic-
es to unauthorized migrants, mainly from Mexico 
and Central America. Yet California firms were at 
the same time pressing for expanded H-1B visas to 
import engineers and other skilled personnel, pri-
marily from Asia. 

California’s most concerted effort to respond to 
the growth in immigration was Proposition 187. Pro-
ponents of the measure, led by incumbent Governor 
Pete Wilson, blamed the federal government’s failure 
to prevent unauthorized immigration for the high 
concentration of such immigrants in California and 
for the resulting financial burden on state services, 
estimated then at $2.7 billion annually.3 The measure, 
passed by a 59-41 percent margin, was widely consid-
ered a major reason for Wilson’s reelection. Yet for all 
the controversy and hoopla that surrounded its pas-
sage, Proposition 187 never actually went into effect. 
A U.S. District Court in California immediately froze 
implementation of the measure, and when Gray 
Davis succeeded Pete Wilson as governor in 1999, he 
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dropped the state’s appeal of the court ruling.
Enforcement of Proposition 187 might have led to 

more awareness and attention in Washington to the 
local fiscal costs of immigration. But its more direct 
impacts were to unnerve Mexican immigrants (many 
of whom naturalized subsequently, apparently in 
order to have a voice in U.S. politics) and to compli-
cate relations with the Mexican government. In Mex-
ico, Proposition 187 and the arguments employed on 
its behalf provoked deep resentment. 

The political backlash in Mexico interfered with 
positive trade and investment initiatives and at 
least temporarily damaged the 
prospects for cooperation on 
other issues. Proposition 187 
underlined California’s urgent 
need to deal with the impact 
of immigration, but it was not 
a successful way to promote 
California’s interests.

California 
Dreaming
Although Proposition 187 was 
hotly debated and extraordi-
narily divisive at the time, there 
is now considerable consensus 
in California about the need for 
more effective ways of secur-
ing the advantages of immigra-
tion while mitigating its adverse consequences. 

High levels of immigration to California occur 
mainly when the state’s economy is doing well and/or 
when the economies of sending countries are doing 
poorly. California cannot realistically expect signifi-
cantly reduced pressures to enter the state unless 
socioeconomic conditions, especially employment and 
wages, improve substantially in sending countries. 

Recurrent federal legislation to curb unauthor-
ized entry into the U.S. has been mostly hortatory 
at best and cynical at worst. It often seems intended 
primarily to calm domestic concerns without mean-
ingfully affecting labor markets.4 Politicians of both 
parties have highlighted visible demonstrations of 
their expressed commitment to control America’s 
borders while at the same time permitting employer 

practices that predictably result in more unauthor-
ized immigration.

Federal authorities’ periodic attempts to reduce 
immigration by more consistent and forceful protec-
tion of the border with Mexico have had little lasting 
effect on the flow of entrants. Such policies are unlike-
ly to be effective as long as the strong underlying eco-
nomic and social motivations for migration from 
Mexico and Central America are combined with strong 
continuing demand for low-skilled labor in the U.S. 

A 2002 study done for the Public Policy Insti-
tute of California showed that extensive and expen-

sive efforts to step up border 
enforcement in the 1990s had 
little effect on migration flows 
from Mexico, beyond increas-
ing the transaction costs, alter-
ing the points of entry and 
consequently augmenting the 
physical risks to immigrants. 

Increased border controls 
have enriched coyotes (human 
smugglers) and caused mor-
tal risk or death to migrants 
who choose more remote and 
difficult routes to enter the 
U.S., but have not reduced 
the number of unauthorized 
migrants entering the U.S.5 
One apparent impact of these 

increased costs and risks, ironically, has been to 
induce undocumented immigrants to remain in 
the U.S. longer than they did before, to avoid risking 
apprehension at the border.6 Circular migration has 
given way to quasi-permanent settlement.

A combination of greater border controls and more 
vigorous enforcement of existing or enhanced sanc-
tions on employers for hiring undocumented workers 
would probably reduce rates of undocumented immi-
gration. The former would need to involve everything 
from additional personnel to greater investment in 
technology, together with improved documentation 
procedures (particularly, secure identification cards 
with biometric features). But even with these the pres-
sures for continuing immigration will persist. 

This is fundamentally because an aging and 
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increasingly educated U.S. population will require 
more immigrant labor. These underlying demograph-
ic and social facts will shape labor markets and invite 
immigration flows. Almost all of California’s work-
force growth between 2005 and 2030 is likely to come 
from immigrants and their children.8

 California’s agricultural regions are already suffer-
ing severe shortages of farmworkers, and are every year 
more dependent on immigrant labor.7 Textiles, con-
struction, hotels, restaurants, and many other sectors 
similarly depend on unskilled or low-skilled immi-
grant labor, much of it undocumented. 

Immigrant workers have made 
undeniably important contribu-
tions to the California economy 
over the years. Various studies 
show, as well, that immigrants 
have produced a net fiscal surplus 
for the federal government, paying 
more taxes than they receive in fed-
eral services and benefits.9 Within 
California, too, studies show that 
immigrants are an overall econom-
ic and fiscal benefit. Public opinion 
polls show that most Californians 
understand and appreciate immi-
grants’ contributions.10

By the same token, however, 
the huge concentration of low-
income recent immigrants, often 
unauthorized, are large users of California’s emergen-
cy health services, education and other public goods. 
These signify substantial costs, paid for the most part 
by the state and localities, not by federal agencies. The 
financial burden on Californians and citizens of a few 
other “gateway” states is understandably resented and 
is likely ultimately unsustainable in political terms.11

While immigrants do produce net economic ben-
efits to native-born residents, they almost certainly 
have some adverse impact on the earnings of low-
skilled native-born (often African-American) work-
ers. This contributes to a deterioration of earnings 
at lower levels of the economy that has exacerbated 
California’s income distribution problems and has 
fueled racial tensions.

Moreover, the educational deficit of many recent 

immigrants has not only hurt their own prospects 
for advancement but also reduced California’s over-
all productivity and competitive position relative 
to other states in a knowledge economy. Although 
there is evidence that recent Mexican immigrants 
are somewhat better educated than those in the past 
and are beginning to take more diverse and high-
er-income jobs in the American economy, the gap 
between them and the requirements of an increas-
ingly technological economy remains huge and may 
even be growing. The educational deficit of Mexican 
and Central American immigrants, mostly unauthor-

ized, who come to California after 
age 10 is particularly troubling. 
Programs to provide services and 
schooling to immigrants tend not 
to reach these people.12

The immense and widely rec-
ognized historic contributions 
of immigrants notwithstanding, 
therefore, California today con-
fronts a serious challenge caused 
by massive and largely unauthor-
ized immigration of relatively 
uneducated and unskilled persons. 
This wave of immigrants presents 
mounting immediate and medi-
um-term fiscal costs at the state 
and local level and presents tough 
social and educational questions. 

It fosters a corrosive disconnect between law and 
practice, and exacerbates latent (and sometimes overt) 
ethnic and racial tensions that tend to flare in peri-
ods of economic stress and/or security concerns. Cali-
fornia cannot afford the current vacuum in national 
immigration policy, just as it cannot wait for Wash-
ington to address global warming, environmental pol-
lution and climate change.

the Cross-Border Challenge
The policy conundrum California consequently 
needs to address is quintessentially “intermestic”—
combining aspects and facets of both international 
and domestic processes and policies.13 Such issues 
arise from the accelerating integration that so close-
ly ties California (southern California in particular) 
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to the economy, society, demography, and politics of 
Mexico and Central America. The issues are notori-
ously difficult to manage, in part because the means 
for responding to them are so diffuse. The domestic 
imperatives on each side of the border often run con-
trary to what would be needed to secure the interna-
tional cooperation necessary to deal with the issue. A 
border fence may make sense in domestic U.S. politics, 
but it surely complicates the process of securing coop-
eration from Mexico.

Central questions for California, therefore, are 
whether and how it can mobilize its considerable 
resources—at the local, regional, state, federal, and 
international levels—to help turn immigration once 
again into a positive resource, rather than allow it 
to become a growing (perceived and actual) burden, 
and a source of worsening societal divisions. 

Searching for Consensus
If California’s political and civic leaders were to focus 
on identifying the state’s interests regarding national 
immigration policy, they would likely find a number 
of points of at least latent consensus that could gal-
vanize what is needed to break Washington’s legisla-
tive impasse.

First, most Californians believe that current U.S. 
immigration policies are badly flawed. They perceive 
that current policies tend to reinforce labor shortag-
es, interfere with scientific and technical progress, 
keep families separated for extended periods, pro-
vide income to coyotes, cause risks and even deaths 
to immigrants, facilitate labor exploitation, allow 
what often seem like sudden and uncontrolled surg-
es of immigration, present severe fiscal challenges 
to locales and states with large clusters of unauthor-
ized immigrants, lower the average educational level 
and productivity of the workforce, and significant-
ly contribute to flouting and thus eroding the rule 
of law. These results are the opposite of what most 
Californians want.14

Second, because of its aging population and 
broader demographic profile, as well as the increased 
educational level of its residents, California, in com-
ing years, will likely require more immigrant labor, 
both skilled and unskilled, not less. 

Mexico will face strong pressures to export 

workers for another decade or so, but given its chang-
ing demographics, within about 15 years the num-
ber of Mexicans entering the workforce may well 
begin to fall. The creation of jobs in Mexico should 
increase and the pressures for migration should 
begin to diminish.15 The policy challenge in dealing 
with Mexican immigration is essentially a question 
of managing this flow until emigration pressures 
there subside within the next 15 years. 

Third, Californians with divergent perspectives 
share an interest in transferring to the federal gov-
ernment more of the costs of providing education, 
health and other social services to undocumented 
immigrants.16 As undocumented immigrant concen-
trations spread to several other “gateway” states, Cali-
fornia’s political leaders should be trying to build a 
multistate coalition in support of such transfers.

Fourth, many thoughtful Californians appreci-
ate that all will benefit if those immigrants who do 
establish long-term residency, whether authorized or 
not, become healthy, educated, English-speaking, tax-
paying, property-owning, law-abiding naturalized 
citizens, contributing positively to the state’s devel-
opment and welfare. The successful incorporation of 
immigrants into the economic, social, political, and 
cultural future of California requires, in turn, invest-
ing in the education of immigrants and their chil-
dren at all levels: expanding efforts to support adult 
English-language instruction; promoting naturaliza-
tion, voter registration and suffrage; facilitating immi-
grants’ access to credit and other financial services; 
licensing immigrant motorists and ensuring that they 
are covered by automobile insurance; and supporting 
community-based agencies that provide social servic-
es to immigrants.17 

These imperatives should be high on California’s 
agenda, not out of charity but from enlightened self-
interest. California’s economic competitiveness and 
social cohesion for decades to come will depend sig-
nificantly on the educational and vocational attain-
ment of its foreign-born population and their children, 
and on their identification with and contributions to 
the communities where they reside. 

As David Hayes-Bautista predicted 20 years ago, 
and Dowell Myers has recently documented, it is in 
the Baby Boomer Generation’s self-interest to invest 
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in the education, health and productivity of these 
immigrants and their children. By paying Social Secu-
rity and Medicare taxes and providing services, these 
immigrants will make possible the pleasant retire-
ment for which the Boomers have worked.18 

Fifth, a viable approach to national immigration 
policy must be balanced and pragmatic. It should fos-
ter regularization of the volume and composition of 
immigrant flows so that they mesh more closely with 
labor-market requirements, family unification and 
other goals. Policymakers must recognize immigration 
as a phenomenon that ultimately responds mainly to 
family and market considerations, 
and thus cannot be simply turned 
on or off by government policy at 
any level, much less by mere rhet-
oric or symbols.

Influencing 
national policy
The future of California’s soci-
ety, economy and politics will be 
significantly shaped by how the 
issues of immigration and the 
integration of immigrants are 
handled in the years to come. 

With the failure of the U.S. 
Senate’s efforts in 2007 to adopt 
comprehensive immigration 
reform, Californians should exer-
cise national leadership on an issue for which the 
state’s long experience and unique perspectives are 
highly relevant. California’s congressional delegation, 
the country’s largest, should take a major interest in 
forging and helping to pass new legislation.

Achieving and promoting a unified Califor-
nia perspective on immigration that could facili-
tate and energize a leadership role for the state’s 
congressional delegation will be difficult, but it is 
worth attempting. It could pay very large dividends. 
Californians should try to play a leadership role in 
shifting the terms of the often strident and destruc-
tive national debate on immigration and moving it 
toward more pragmatic responses, including more 
consistent and positive efforts to integrate those 
immigrants who are here to stay. 

A first step in this direction might be to convene a 
non-governmental, bipartisan and multisectoral com-
mission to make recommendations for consideration 
by the governor, the California Senate and Assembly, 
municipalities, California’s congressional delegation, 
and the citizens, firms, labor unions, and other non-
governmental organizations of the state. 

Properly staffed and supported, such a commis-
sion could assess the costs and benefits of current and 
projected immigration flows and of the persistence of 
unauthorized immigration. 

It could address the diverse concerns and priorities 
of California’s citizens regard-
ing immigration, try to recon-
cile these and examine possible 
compromises. Finally, it could 
recommend new approaches 
and policies—on the national, 
international, state, and local lev-
els—to improve the net impact 
on California of international 
immigration and especially to 
enhance the integration of recent, 
current and future immigrants 
into California’s workforce, elec-
torate and community life.

It would understandably be 
challenging to develop consen-
sual recommendations from a 
genuine cross section of Califor-

nia’s highly diverse civic leaders. But the very exercise 
of shared analysis and collective deliberation could be 
immensely productive, and it might well lead to con-
crete and constructive results.

California should try to exercise a leadership role 
nationally on this vital issue. It is well positioned 
to move past the toxic politics of immigration by 
focusing on the state’s positive experience and on 
its medium and longer- term interests. 

It could show the way nationally on this issue, 
as it has on climate change, and could thus help 
build bridges, not fences, toward our neighbors to 
the south. That would be an enormous and badly-
needed contribution.  

CALIFoRnIA’S 
CongReSSIonAL 

DeLegAtIon,  
the country’s largest, 
should take a major 
interest in forging 

new legislation.

for source citations see: americasquarterly.org/lowenthal.html
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