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PART ONE

How the Other Half Works



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Across the threshold of the twenty-first century, America again finds it-
self transformed by immigration. Stretching back nearly four decades,
the immigrant tide has yielded newcomers in unprecedented numbers.
Evidence of a changed nation shows up wherever one goes. Venture deep
into the heartland, and one runs into foreign accents; dig a little deeper,
and one encounters the networks that link the immigrants and the insti-
tutions that sustain them.

But the most impressive signs appear in the country’s chief urban con-
centrations. Travel to New York or Los Angeles or Miami or San Fran-
cisco, and the sounds are those of the tower of Babel, the faces those of
a cross-section of humanity. In these capitals of immigrant America, we
seem to have returned to the turn of the past century. Amid the dawn of
a technologically different (we hesitate to say new) age, the numbers tell
us that immigrant America has returned.

But have we just come full circle? Native Americans included, we all ar-
rived from somewhere else. True, not all came in eager search of a better
life—those transported to the new world as slave ship cargo, for example,
were anything but hopeful fortune-seekers. Nevertheless, a nation of im-
migrants is how we think of ourselves; after all, our country bears the pe-
culiarly abstract name of the United States of America; it is a place that no
one claims as a motherland or fatherland.! As unsettled as the newcom-
ers’ advent often makes us, we realize that there is something here of which
to be proud: immigration is proof of the power of the American dream.
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Although the new immigrants quickly find out that the streets are not
paved with gold, this too is part of our shared historical experience. Con-
ditions may be tough in the cities of immigrant America, but the oppor-
tunities have to be better than the prospects “back home.” Ours is a
world of instantaneous global telecommunication, where “my home-
town” is only a click of the internet-connected mouse or, at worst, a tele-
phone call away; if opportunities in the United States did not beckon,
why would the immigrants come? Why would they stay?

There is something deeply familiar about America’s re-emergence as
an immigrant magnet. There is also something bewildering. Last time
around, there seemed a fit between the evolving economy and the types
of immigrants we received. The American economy on the brink of the
twentieth century was growing at a rapid clip. In a tight labor market,
employers wanted no more than brawn and a willingness to work
hard—just what the newcomers provided. Arriving with no capital, few
useful skills, and—the Jews excepted—limited literacy, the southern and
castern European predecessors of the 1880-1920 period moved easily
into the new urban economy’s bottom rungs: servants, laborers, long-
shoremen, schleppers all. Gradually, their descendants moved toward the
top, making the best of the old factory-based economy, which allowed
for a multigenerational climb up the totem pole. Immigrant children did
well just by hanging on through the high school years, with well-paid
manufacturing jobs awaiting them upon graduation. The third genera-
tion continued through college and beyond, completing the move from
peddler to plumber to professor (the dirty secret being that the wages of
brainwork did not always exceed the earnings enjoyed by workers in the
skilled crafts).

In some ways, contemporary immigration has turned the process
around.? The hidden story of today’s immigration involves the many
newcomers who arrive here with considerable advantages and quickly
accumulate more. Well-educated, entrepreneurial, entering the profes-
sions in growing numbers, these newcomers fit right into the new econ-
omy, eschewing the bottom and entering at or near the top.

The story of highly educated immigrants who bring the skills required
by the New World Order is, however, but half the tale. Contemporary
immigration to the United States has a split personality, its legions of
scantily schooled laborers and service workers uncannily recalling the
immigrant proletarians of yore. But now, unlike then, the least-skilled
workers are overwhelmingly foreign-born, with the schooling gap sepa-
rating them from natives extraordinarily large.?
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Somehow, America is making room for large numbers of immigrants
who are not simply recently arrived, unfamiliar with American ways,
and unable to make do in English but also lacking the rudiments of for-
mal schooling that nearly all U.S.-born adults, regardless of ethnic back-
ground, take for granted. Our postindustrial, high-tech economy would
seem to have no place for “foreigners” with little more sophistication
than their European predecessors of a century ago. Yet these immigrants
appear to enjoy other traits that employers sorely want. The predictions
of economic experts notwithstanding, the newcomers are working, of-
ten holding jobs at enviable rates. And although the hard-working im-
migrant fits the iconography of American life, the public is more than a
little ambivalent, concerned that new immigrants are taking jobs that
would otherwise be held by less-skilled domestic workers with few other
resorts.

WHAT ARE THEY DOING HERE?

Immigration scholars have no problem in plausibly explaining why less-
skilled immigrants might want to come. Economic incentives provide the
pull. For most immigrants, wages at the very bottom of the U.S. labor
market tower over the alternatives available back home. True, one needs
to take into account the cost of migration, a considerable factor for mi-
grants traveling long distances. Those who attempt to enter surrepti-
tiously, whether by land, sea, or air, pay an additional freight, first in the
fees handed over to smugglers and coyotes, second in the potential costs
of apprehension and return. There also is no guarantee that newly ar-
rived immigrants will find a job. After all, theirs tend to be labor mar-
kets in which joblessness, if only of the frictional sort, is usually high.
Many others, moreover, have come upon the same idea of bettering their
lives by heading for the United States, which means that arrival puts one
at the end of a long queue of newcomers vying for the same jobs. For the
individual migrant, therefore, competition with other newcomers adds
an additional item to the cost of moving to the Promised Land. Still, the
balance sheet is likely to favor coming; those who forecast that the ben-
efits of migration will outweigh the associated costs have good grounds
for wagering on life in this particular piece of the New World.

This narrative of migration—related mainly, but not exclusively, by
economists—illuminates the considerations that motivate potential im-
migrants.* But one could also say that it simply elaborates on common
sense: it stands to reason that people are not going to migrate unless they
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have good reason. If one is looking for an understanding of why migra-
tions begin or intensify, the conventional narrative does not provide a
convincing explanation. Unless the comparative advantage of moving to
the United States, taking account of the associated costs, increases, mi-
gration rates would, one might expect, remain where they were—as op-
posed to the dramatic uptick experienced by the United States in the
three past decades. -

Consider Mexican migration to California, the best case in point. Al-
though Mexicans might have done well in crossing the border at almost
any time over the past century, their migration to the United States has
ebbed and flowed. The most recent inflection point (upward) dates to the
mid-1960s. Between the 1860s and the 1960s, most who moved to Cal-
ifornia—and who presumably undertook the type of crude cost/benefit
analysis imagined by the economists—came from elsewhere in the
United States. Something changed in the 1960s, however, that in turn
loosened the flow to el Norte, in a stream that has since expanded at an
ever-increasing pace. What confounds the economists’ story is that the
California/Mexico wage gap was a yawning divide before as well as af-
ter the sudden increase in migration from Mexico. The underlying im-
petus to the migration inevitably lies somewhere else.

If migrants move in response to perceived opportunity, one has to
wonder about the relationship between this perception and the reality to
be encountered, given the economies of the destinations on which today’s
Jess-educated arrivals converge. As in the past, newcomers today are
flocking to cities, heading for the very largest—Los Angeles, New York,
San Francisco, Chicago—where their compatriots have already put
down roots. There is nothing surprising about this predilection; it is sim-
ply that our understanding of the evolution of urban America suggests
that the metropolitan economies should have little place for the low-
skilled. In an era when the marketability of America’s less-educated ur-
banites has plummeted, how can immigrants find even minimal success?

After all, America spent the last half of the twentieth century strug-
gling with an “urban problem” derived from the barriers faced by
ghetto-dwelling African Americans striving to get ahead. While aca-
demics, journalists, and politicians produced a plethora of explanations
for the sluggishness of black progress, the most influential emphasized
the mismatch between the requirements of urban employers and the
skills of black ghetto residents, providing an account that took the fol-
lowing form:S African Americans entered the American metropolis as the
least skilled of all workers, and apathetic reception in urban schools kept
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their offspring at the low end of the education spectrum. Consequently,
they found themselves vulnerable as a steady accretion in skill require-
ments increasingly put less-schooled workers at risk, no matter where
they lived. Moreover, the drift of jobs from the cities toward the urban
fringe proved an additional disaster: disproportionately concentrated in
cities, African Americans experienced the deindustrialization of urban
America with particular severity. Suffering from residential segregation,
they rarely had the option of following less-skilled jobs to the suburban
and, later, exurban hinterlands. While America’s major urban places gen-
erally recovered from the loss of their industrial base, over the past two
decades, new sources of urban economic growth provided few viable al-
ternatives for less-skilled men and women struggling to support families.
And thus episodes of urban prosperity in the 1960s, 1980s, and late
1990s did little to help African-American fortunes.

This story enjoys the ring of plausibility, mainly because it links the
fate of black city dwellers to the extraordinary and visible economic
changes in American cities. The conventional wisdom, however, focus-
ing on skill deficiencies of blacks, fails to give adequate weight to the
considerable educational upgrading that African Americans have un-
dergone since the bad old days—when they were employed at much
higher rates; if the problem hinges on a diminishing demand for less-
skilled workers, then the distance that African Americans have traversed
over the past several decades should have greatly reduced their vulnera-
bility. Persons with a high school degree or less may still be in trouble,
but as of the late 1990s, this comprises a declining proportion of the
black population, reflecting substantial improvement over earlier
decades.

But the accounts emphasizing the mismatch between urban popula-
tions and economic boom have even more trouble explaining the immi-
grant tide that has transformed metropolitan America in recent decades.
The limited education of the immigrants with whom we are concerned
ought to put them at the bottom of employers’ lists, but it does not. Un-
skilled immigrants, far less schooled than the least-schooled American
blacks, have found jobs that, if the received wisdom of the last forty
years is correct, should not exist. And the newcomers have not just dis-
covered a handful of overlooked jobs, they have secured niches that al-
low them to work at remarkably high rates even during recessionary
times. There is good reason to wonder at the paradox of high employ-
ment among less-educated immigrants when the American metropolis
has long been said to suffer a shortage of jobs suited to the unskilled.
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True, no one argued that the urban economy had dispensed with dish-
washers and floor sweepers, but the new immigrant phenomenon is of a
far greater magnitude. The massive infusion of less-skilled immigrants
into urban America is convincing evidence that they have found a role
well beyond such a small cluster of indelibly manual jobs.®

SEGMENTATION AND LABOR MARKET STRUCTURE

The answer lies in the social processes that structure America’s economy,
encouraging new groups to enter the U.S. labor market, there to consol-
idate their own space. Immigrants to the U.S. make their way to a labor
market far from uniform in structure, consisting, instead, of several seg-
ments, where jobs of a particular type are linked with categorically dis-
tinctive workers.” The role played by gender in structuring access to jobs
and occupations provides the best illustration. In spite of the massive en-
try of women into jobs from which they had previously been excluded,
men and women continue to experience high levels of occupational seg-
regation. The barriers that make it difficult for women to move into
male-dominated occupations—and unlikely, if not guite so difficult, for
men to move into fields dominated by women—tell us that when em-
ployers are looking for the most “appropriate” worker, suitability is
largely determined categorically, heavily influenced by the sex of the per-
son who typically fills the job. Much the same holds for ethnicity.

To each category of person, that is, a type of job. In our market econ-
omy, employers allocate jobs to the “best” workers, but “best” is not
only defined in terms of the qualities—aptitude, skill, experience, pro-
ductivity—that directly impinge on ability to get the job done. Any na-
tional or local economy bears the imprint of the social structure in which
it is embedded. In a racialized society like the United States, entire eth-
nic groups are ranked according to sets of socially meaningful but arbi-
trary traits; these rankings determine fitness for broad categories of jobs.
All other qualifications equal, members of the top-ranked group are
picked first when employers decide whom to hire; the rest follow in or-
der of rank. We refer to this ordering of job candidates by ethnic or racial
groups as a hiring queue.’

The ordering of an employer’s hiring queue is always subject to
change. Growth pulls the topmost group up the totem pole, leaving va-
cancies that lower-ranking groups may seize, thus producing openings at
the bottom, which employers can fill by recruiting workers from outside
the economy—migrants. For awhile—the period often coincides with
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the working life of the migrants’ generation—the newcomers work in the
jobs for which they were recruited; however, their children are almost al-
ways oriented toward better prospects, thus creating new demand for
migrants.’

Not only do workers get ranked. Jobs also stand in a hierarchy, with
the characteristics that workers value (pay, stability, benefits, and auton-
omy) typically going together. So there are “good jobs” and “bad jobs,”
and the size of the potential pool of candidates varies with the quality of
a given position. At the top of the labor market, there is often an ample
labor supply; even if employers experience spot shortages, the job-seeker
correctly perceives that the number of good jobs is almost never sufficient.

At the bottom of the labor market, by contrast, the labor supply is in-
herently unstable. “Bad jobs” are a defining trait of our unequal (indeed,
increasingly unequal) capitalist society. Insiders—members of the soci-
ety by birth or socialization—have plenty of reasons to look for alterna-
tives to jobs of the least desirable sort, starting with the fact that work-
ing at the bottom of the pecking order is inherently stigmatizing. But
natives do not respond solely to a job’s low standing, or to the inherently
unpleasant, sometimes demeaning conditions associated with its perfor-
mance. They also note that jobs at the bottom repeatedly attract stig-
matized outsider groups, whose disrepute becomes an aspect of the
work. So when economic expansion makes mobility possible, the estab-
lished native workforce opts for the alternative—in quest of better coin,
but also of greater esteem.

Replacements might be found at home, but the force of competition,
often from countries where wages are lower, deters employers from the
changes—higher wages, improved working conditions—needed to at-
tract those natives not yet involved in paid labor. Hence, openings arise
to be filled by workers from abroad. The stigmatized status of bottom-
level work impinges differently on the immigrants, who operate with a
dual frame of reference, judging conditions “here” by the standards
“back home.” As long as the comparison remains relevant, low-status—
indeed, disreputable—work in an advanced capitalist society like the
United States does not rate too badly.

These preferences, however, only tell us why immigrants might accept
work that natives disdain, not why the newcomers can fill today’s “bad
jobs” with success. Recall that many immigrants arrive with scant levels
of formal schooling, and that most portraits of the economy suggest that
its skill demands are becoming increasingly severe. Yet immigrants some-
how fit in.
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One influential explanation emphasizes those forces in the broader
economy that produce changes at both ends of the job structure. The
economy requires an increasing complement of workers with higher lev-
els of skill, but the “up-skilling” has been uneven, uncertain, and not as
far-reaching as often thought. In fact, change works both ways: capital-
ism’s destructive impulse downgrades many previously moderate-skilled
jobs, even as technological innovations drive the proliferation of high-
skilled positions. A case in point is the “dumbing-down” of cashier work
by using “smart” cash registers, the demand for which simultaneously
generates employment for a class of computer-savvy information tech-
nology workers.!? Thus, the growth in the number of low-skilled jobs in-
evitably yields expansion in the number of high-skilled positions, pro-
ducing a dynamic of skills polarization.!!

The available data do not demonstrate that jobs in the middle of the
skill spectrum have been rendered obsolete, as expected by those who fo-
cus on the polarization of skills, but instead show that there remain
many jobs requiring relatively low levels of formal education or training.
For our purposes, however, it is as important to ask whether low levels
of schooling equate to low levels of skill. While there may well be some
jobs for which the label of “unskilled” means what it says,'? this num-
ber is small. In the real world of work, contingency, uncertainty, and
unpredictability cannot be fully eliminated; moreover, getting things
done in any line of work requires know-how of more than trivial degree.
Workers usually cannot get this practical knowledge in school, but pick
it up on the spot, through interaction with co-workers knowledgeable
through hands-on experience.!?

Put somewhat differently, work is a fundamentally social phenome-
non; one both acquires the necessary skills and gets things done by work-
ing successfully with others. While one need not be exactly like one’s co-
workers, it usually helps—especially in a work world where jobs are
scarce and where jealousies at the workplace may be fed by competition
in the neighborhood or conflict on the street. Even if the established
workforce will accept outsiders, one cannot learn if one cannot commu-
nicate: persons unable to participate in the linguistic community of the
workplace may find it hard to get started. Therefore, who you are has
much to do with what you do; social ties become the crucial factors lu-
bricating movement through the labor market and across the threshold
of the employer’s door. Thus, at the bottom of the labor market, formal
education counts much less than the ability to acquire job-specific skills
through cooperation with specific others—which explains why new-
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comers with so little schooling have seen their economic role burgeon in
recent years.

NETWORKS AND MIGRATION

We used to think about migrants as “the uprooted,” to quote Oscar
Handlin’s famous immigration history of five decades ago; we might just
as well describe them as “the transplanted,” to cite a less celebrated but
no less influential history produced twenty-five years later.!* The shifting
metaphors of our scholarly discourse convey the essence of the new ap-
proach; we now understand that migrants move not as solo adventurers
but as actors linked to associates here and there, their social ties lubri-
cating and structuring their transition from one society to the next.

. These ties form social networks. Social networks provide the mecha-

nism for connecting an initial, highly selective group of seedbed immi-
grants with a gradually growing base of followers from back home. The
linkages work effectively because they involve social relationships that
developed organically, having grown up before anyone left town. The
key ties are those that connect kith and kin—who can act with the con-
ﬁc?ence that one will reliably and regularly help the other. Consequently,
migrant networks provide durable, efficient conduits for the flow of rej
sources needed to give newcomers the information and social support for
moving to a new home and getting started.
. chr time, migration networks evolve in such a way as to produce qual-
1tat1.ve changes on both ends, making further migration easier. In the bost
soctety, veteran immigrants, as they consolidate their place, find it easier
and less costly to help out, which widens the pool of hometown candidates
to whom they can lend a hand. In the home society, a growing proportion
of t.he community finds itself linked to expatriates in a position to provide
'asmstar'lce. In turn, these changes lower the costs and risks of movement,
Increasing migration’s net expected returns. Very quickly, these processes
of network consolidation and expansion make migration a self-feeding
phenomenon, with ties to settlers diffusing so broadly that almost every-
one in the home community enjoys access to a contact abroad.!S

Network theory, our label for the account summarized above. has
proven deeply influential for reasons not difficult to understan’d. It
shows how the actions of individual migrants are rooted in social struc-
ture; it overturns the older “individualistic” view of migration, which

cast the migrant as a solitary cost/benefit calculator. It also helps to ex-
plain how migrants, once established, get ahead. The connections that
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span immigrant communities constitute a source qf social capital, plfro-
viding social structures that facilitate action—in this case, the search Er
jobs and the drive to acquire skills and other resources to move up the
economic ladder.!® Networks tying veterans to newcomers allow for
rapid transmission of information about workplace openings or Oppor-
tunities for new business start-ups. The networks send mformat.lon the
other way, as well, telling bosses about applicants, thus reducing the
risks associated with hiring.”” Once in place, the networks 'reprodu.ce
themsélves: once arrived, incumbents recruit friends or relz?t.lves, while
entrepreneurs gravitate to the cluster of business opportumtles.alrea‘dy
identified by their associates in the community. Moreover, relanqns}ups
among co-ethnics are likely to be many-sided rgther than specialized,
leading community effects to go beyond inforr.namonal valuc? an.d engen-
dering both codes of conduct and the mechanisms for sanctioning those
who violate norms.!8 As this description makes clea.r, sociological at-
tempts to theorize the economic sociology of 1mm1grat'1on—.—whether un-
der the label of ethnic economy, ethnic enclave, ethnic niche, .or of Fhe
latest neologism of the day—involve applications of the basic social-
network approach.”’ .

So far so good—but network theory suffers from a built-in contra-
diction. It does a nice job of explaining why tomorrow’s workforce looks
a good deal like today’s; it does not tell us how today’s labor force con-
figuration came to be. The relationship betwec?n to.day and tomorrow is
not difficult to understand: the established immigrant workers lear.n
about job openings before anyone else, and, once in the know, tell the%r
friends and relatives the good news. They also reassure the boss that their
referrals are the right candidates to fill the vacancies, a ple.dge that
sounds all the more meaningful when the boss thinks that birds of a
feather flock together, and likes the birds he currently has. ' ’

But not every new day is like the preceding day; at some Pomt, tqday ]
immigrant veterans were outsiders, knocking on doors, with few if any
contacts inside. How did the tables turn? To some 'extent, we have al-
ready provided the answer. On the one hand, cogdmor_ls at the very bot-
tom of the labor market keep workers engaged in extensive churmng; a
high turnover rate produces constant vacancies. On'the other hand, im-
migrants line up for entry-level jobs at a more l‘a[?l.d rate than. anyone
else, precisely since, as mentioned above, the' condltlogs and stigma as-
sociated with the economy’s “bad jobs” motivates natives to seel.c other
options. So, even if once excluded from bottom—lev'el portals, 1mm1grant,s
quickly, through succession, build up concentrations at the economy’s

Introduction -

lowest points of entry. In the process, the number of immigrants with the
ability to help a friend or family member obtain and keep a job quickly
increases. Given bosses’ usual preference for recruiting from inside, the
immigrant presence automatically grows.

This type of explanation tells us why there are many immigrant
sweepers and kitchen helpers. If these were the only possibilities, oppor-
tunities would be very limited and low-skill migration streams, a good
deal smaller than they are. Network theory, however, contends that mi-
gration quickly becomes a self-feeding process; once the first crop of mi-
grants take hold, the theory predicts that the networks will normally
continue to grow.?’ For this to happen, some immigrant job-holders
must come to possess more than inside dope about the next dishwasher
or janitorial opening; they need to be in the position to grant access to
better and more varied jobs to their needy friends and kin. In other
words, they have to either rise to positions of authority or compel the au-
thorities to comply with their wishes. But how do stigmatized outsiders
manage to gain such leverage?

The answer lies in the power that immigrant social networks acquire,
once imported into the workplace. As noted above, informal ties help be-
cause they meet the ends of workers and managers alike; social, rather
than market processes, yield the most efficient result.2! But matters can
change, if and when the balance of power between workers and em-
ployer shifts. After all, veterans enjoy the benefits of insider knowledge,
often having a better clue than bosses as to the likely comings and go-
ings of their colleagues on the shop or selling floor. While they can filter
that knowledge in ways that suit management’s objectives, they also feel
impelled to respond to the needs of their kin and associates chasing af-
ter jobs always in too short supply. From the workers’ standpoint, there-
fore, nepotism is rarely too much of a good thing; not so for manage-

ment, which discovers that bossing a department filled with cousins,
friends, and neighbors involves no small constraint. In taking care of
their own, moreover, veterans implicitly exclude those ethnic others who
do not possess the right connection. Sometimes the numerically domi-
nant group explicitly seeks to secure its place at the expense of anyone
different—no surprise given the brutal competition among workers with
the fewest options, and the related tensions played out on street corners
and in workplaces. Of course, networks rarely place hiring mechanisms
under watertight controls; outsiders almost always leak in. Still, the need
to accomplish tasks through cooperation puts numerical minorities at a
disadvantage—forcing management to attend to the preferences of those
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groups it counts on to get the work done. In the end, the ties that bl_nc{
the workforce comprise a resource that group membeljs can use to malrt
tain and expand their share of employment, even against management’s
Wlsgisc.ourse, the properties described above aren’.t unique to immigrant
networks. The old-boy network of private‘bo:flrdlng schools and coun-
try clubs need take lessons from no one when it comes to using cl(l)nnec
tions to exclude. Craft unions in the construction trades know how to
use informal ties among their (skilled) workers to play the sar}rlle garnle(i
stomping on the employer’s ability to run the ﬁfm as he or she wlz)u.
like. African Americans have also successfully implanted networ hs in
particular sectors of the economy, especially gzg)vernment, and these have
expanded in much the way described above.

BUREAUCRACY AND BOSSES

As any student of sociology will recall, the developme‘n't of bureaucract:')i
involves the increasing separation of person fror.n pgsztton: l')m'e.aucra nf
zation makes the job the property of the orgar}lzatlon, takm.g 1t'01flt 0
the hands of the individual who occupies it while also r.en'fovm% 1; rortn
the grasp of his or her clique. The contemporary ’apprecngtlop of the ;Z
worked nature of organizational life leads today’s student to respon z
saying that practice and theory diverge. Nonetbeléss, th'e Persmt;nce an :
the continued usefulness of familial and ethnic ties within modern or
ganizations signal only that universalism ha.s yet to fully supplant gar—
ticularism, not that particularism is again trlumphar.lt. The two tenden-
cies co-exist in tension, defining alternative organizational strategies,
ith its own costs and benefits.
eacé(::,llst:qﬁ;?tly, the everyday social structures of the low—zvage labo::l
market can provide fertile ground for ethnlc' networks to take root ax;l_
grow, without yielding a situation in which network huju}g is z:he
pervasive. For the reasons noted above, eml.)loyers.are sensitive t(;(
perils of filling slots with the friends and relatives 9f incumbent wor e;s.
Extensive social ties among workers may be desirable, but onlly t(l) the
right degree. At bottom, empl,c;yer; want workers whose first loyalty is
ization, not to eacnp otner.
N iflf)to :f ‘tzl’:ézgusin;ss of building labor solidarit.y, e.mployers have otlk_lecrl
reasons to ensure that the “birds of a feather” principle .only gets appfle
when the occasion merits. Organizations have to b:, mmdfu.l czlf”the altcz
they present, since in some cases, having too many “of one kind” create
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the wrong appearance. The problem does not arise when the work is
demeaning and the consumers come from the dominant group; Anglo
hotel guests in Los Angeles would have no objections to a housekeeping
force that is foreign-born. But diversity does matter when the clientele
takes a multi-ethnic form and both provider and recipient see the inter-
action as a source of respect. Under these conditions, evidence of exclu-
sion leaves customers rankled; they certainly don’t like to see people of
their own kind left out, and often they prefer to encounter service
providers who look or sound like themselves. Reputational considera-
tions can work toward the same end, especially today, when organiza-
tions concerned about public image want to avoid the appearance of
bias,

But trouble may loom whenever network hiring produces a mono-
ethnic workforce, since homogeneity of this sort can both threaten the
organization’s legitimacy and leave it exposed to legal sanctions. Conse-
quently, considerations of customer satisfaction or public legitimacy may
put adequate, if not equal, representation of specific groups high on the
personnel agenda. When confronted with these circumstances, organi-
zations are likely to control the hiring process in ways that meet their
goals; the key tool involves the time-tested method of formalization, ap-
plied to the recruitment of labor, the screening of candidates, and the fi-
nal selection. Using bureaucracy in these ways limits the ability of a
group as such, immigrant or otherwise, to colonize the workplace with
its networks. It also introduces a set of screening and selection criteria
applied, in theory, to all comers. To the extent that universalism implies
fairness, this is good news for those excluded from the most powerful

ethnic networks—an unfortunate crowd that, in the largest U.S. urban
areas, includes most African Americans.

WHOM DO EMPLOYERS WANT?

In this context, we should take careful note of the skills and qualities that
employers seek. Scholarly research tells us that literacy, numeracy, and
familiarity with computers comprise the competencies that today’s
workers must possess. While cognitive skills, at some baseline level, are
surely needed to do most jobs, this hardly exhausts the list. Simply put,
bosses want willing subordinates. After all, employers are looking for
workers who will do the job as told, with the minimum amount of “lip.”
In the postindustrial service economy, the quality of the service interac-
tion matters more and more, so it is no surprise that employers are also
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searching for workers with a “friendly” feel, or approach.?*> But em-
ployers want not simply “friendly”—which to a large extent means the
ability to keep a smile regardless of how unpleasant the customers o:
working conditions. They also prefer “cooperative” to “combative,
and deferential over rebellious—in other words, a worker who knows
her or his place.

But how to select those with the “right attitude” and reject those
likely to cause trouble? Sifting and straining is one énswer,' but no test or
check ever provides enough information to dispense with person-to-
person assessment. And few organizations can devote thcf, resources
needed to examine with such care, especially when the jobs in question
are not of great importance. Consequently, final decisions rarely inYolve
a faceless bureaucrat choosing according to a set of inflexible criteria set
in advance. Instead, particular people hire idiosyncratically, in ways that
correspond to the specifics of their situation. In other words, the influ-
ence of stereotypes and prejudiced views can always creep thrf)ugh the
organizational back door—big or small business notwithstanding.

Thus, stereotypes and prejudices are likely to matter, perhaps at the
beginning of the hiring process in the small family-run firm, per.hap.s at
the end of the day in the large, professionally mianaged organization.
Job-related proficiencies also count, but the issug at hand involves the
personal attributes that employers prefer. ' o

We could turn to the abundant literature on prejudice and discrimi-

nation, much of it insightful, but most of it missing a crucial point.z‘f The
literature’s central question—whom do I want as my neighbor, friend,
colleague, or spouse?—betrays its understandable, indeed laudatory,
concern with the conditions of equality. But this literature assumes that
motivations in the personal realm operate in like fashion in publif: set-
tings, a presumption that takes too much for grax.lted. Whlle one is the
same person at home and at work, one’s role certainly dlffe.rs.—'-the more
so when the position at work yields authority over the activities of oth-
ers. It may be that employers prefer to hire the very same type of people
with whom they party and play, staying away from those whose com-
pany they would never entertain. But maybe not, since persqnal p.refer-
ences—for and against—are not directly relevant to the relationship be-
tween the bosses and the bossed.

The employer is not looking for friends, just hired hanc'is. All' the more
50, at the bottom of the labor market, where the work is typlcal.ly dis-
reputable and the social distance between the boss and the b<?s§ed is con-
siderable, regardless of whether the two share an ethnic origin. On the
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look-out for persons ready to accept commands, the practical manager
has little interest in workers whose social eligibility for friendship makes
their subaltern status difficult. Considerations of social esteem also rule
out closeness with the type of person willing to do jobs that otherwise
qualify one for contempt. Put somewhat differently, the qualities that
make for good underlings may well preclude the potential for relation-
ships of a more intimate sort—and all for the better, since who wants in-
timacy with those assigned to tasks that one disdains? Thus it may be
possible, perhaps even likely, that employers will prefer workers towards
whom they feel a personal distaste.?

Any such preference will carry more weight if employers perceive
what we earlier suggested, that immigrants comprise a class of worker
that evaluates conditions “here” in light of how bad they are “there.”
Viewing the labor market through this lens, employers may choose im-
migrants over Euro- and African-American competitors whose sights
have been set on rewards higher than those available at the bottom of the
totem pole. If so, the choice takes a form for which the scholarly litera-
ture has not left us prepared: employers value immigrants precisely be-
cause they are not like “us.” In this light, African Americans can be seen
to be at a double disadvantage in the labor market, sharing the liabilities
of the native-born American worker—that is, a sense of entitlement
greater than the employer thinks appropriate—but few of the advan-
tages that accrue to native whites. Thus, when the employer selects from
a mix of candidates, African Americans may stand at the end of the
queue. )

It is not to exculpate the boss to note that other actors, as well as con-
siderations beyond his or her personal preferences, normally come into
play. To some extent, as already suggested, the employer may have little
leeway. Personal preferences are unlikely to make much difference if a
group, through its networks, has seized control of the hiring process; nor
will these preferences matter much if some formal procedure provides
the essential decision criterion or if no alternatives can be found to the
person who shows up on the spot. Further, the wishes of customers—
whose preferences for interacting with workers of the same background
may be a force toward diversity or homogeneity—cannot be ignored.
Therefore, discriminatory outcomes do not necessarily stem from em-
ployers’ preferences, although management remains responsible for its
decisions. And we note that the boss does not always have the last word,
as actors both inside and external to the workplace may have their own

points of view, which they advance whenever they have a chance.
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ON THE BACKS OF BLACKS?

Scholars and policymakers worry that poorly educated natiYe—b(?rn Amer-
icans stand vulnerable to competition with less-educated 1mmlgrants. If
s0, then less-skilled African Americans, already o'verrepresented in the lall—
bor market’s lower ranks, are likely to comprise the. most vulnerat.)de
group. History certainly provides reasons for :?nxmty. In the mid-
nineteenth century, native-born Protestants had little fondness for.the
members of the Irish Catholic “race,” whom they regularly.cha}racterlzed
as “savage,” “simian,” “ low-browed,” and “ bestial: » But it did not take
long for the Irish immigrants to realize that accepting the t.hen-regnant
racism toward African Americans would prove a.convement tool fqr
moving up the totem pole and enhancing their f&thmc est::em.——’t’houtg)h it
took longer for the Irish to gain full membership in the “white Cl}l -

The same holds true for the southern and eastern European immi-
grants who arrived at the turn of the twentieth century and were seen as,
at best, “not quite white” in the eyes of th.eir.WASP_ pred‘e'cessors'. They
were gradually let into the fold after estabhshmg'th“elr legmf,nacy, ull part
by adopting the racist practices perfected by tfhelr betters,” namely, r}e:—
striction of African Americans from their neighborhoods and from the
jobs or unions they dominated.?¢ o . .

Can it happen again? While today’s immigrants sgrely bring their own
particularized hatreds and dislikes, history does Pomt to thf: advantages
of adopting the Euro-American disdain for Afrlcan. Americans. Mor;-
over, joining the white bandwagon may bt.i even easier now thagl in the
early twentieth century, given the internationalization of the U.S. ?30;1—
omy and its greater openness to workers from all parts of the wor . n
any event, our concern involves a narrower, more tractable question: are
immigrants replacing or displacing black w.orkel':s?

After at least two decades of study, immigration scholars have yet to
produce a definitive answer.2” One would think that the case for con'lpl;t—
tition is compelling. Immigration increases the supp.ly. of labor, especially
at the labor market’s lower rungs. Under these conditions, expandmg the
pool of labor should make it more difficult for less—ec_lucated Amen.cans
to find work, and depress wages for those lqu}i enough to have jobs.

The argument sounds plausible, but convincing evidence has beeg
scarce. Social scientists have looked for differences in unemp.loymen't an f
wage rates among cities and metropolitan areas that vary in the SleC od

their immigrant populations, assuming that adverse effects will be foun
in those areas where immigrants have concentrated. Although results
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varied, most experts concluded that competitive effects were small. Im-
migration seemed to have no effects on the wages or employment of
white natives, whether males or females, and very slight, if any, negative
effects on the wages and employment of native blacks. Indeed, if anyone
seemed to suffer from the immigrant influx, it was earlier immigrants of
similar origins.

What accounts for these results? Economists remind us that immi-
grants can both replace natives and work alongside natives in support-
ing functions. For example, instead of succumbing to foreign competi-
tion as has the rest of America’s clothing industry, Los Angeles’s garment
manufacturing has thrived, thanks to a steady flow of newcomers seek-
ing work in the region’s sewing shops. Immigrants may have displaced
some native-born workers, but the industry’s strength may have meant
more work for local clothing designers, who are more likely than pro-
duction workers to be U.S.-born; in this case, the adverse and positive ef-
fects of immigration may have canceled each other out. A city experi-
encing an influx of immigrants may find itself with more buying power
than before they arrived (assuming that the immigrant inflow does not
produce an even greater outflow of natives, who depart with their sig-
nificantly greater buying power). Since many of the additional goods and
services that immigrants consume are provided by Americans—consider
the teachers who instruct immigrant children—immigration can have a
further beneficial effect on jobs for the native-born.

Of course, immigration could have a positive or neutral effect on the
native population as a whole, yet exercise an adverse impact on some
particular native-born segment. In this respect, a crucial consideration is
simply that the collective characteristics of African Americans may re-
duce their exposure to immigrant competition. Compared to the least-
skilled immigrants, African Americans possess relatively high levels of
education. Moreover, African Americans have moved into employment
concentrations where the barriers to immigrant entry are high; the chief
African-American niche involves the public sector, and government jobs
prove difficult for low-skilled immigrants to obtain.

Measuring the impact of immigrants on natives is an endeavor
fraught with dilemmas, including the best way to identify competing skill
groups, and the appropriate areal unit in which competition might take
place. For instance, it may be that standard research methods cause us
to overlook the people most adversely affected by immigration. Until re-
cently, researchers neglected to consider the possibility that internal mi-
gration acts as a safety valve, with the victims of immigrant competition
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seeking out other areas of the country where immigrants are rarer and
their impact less evident. Low-income African Americans and others
with few resources may not, however, have this option, leaving them tied
to the inner city.

The debate over competition cannot be settled within the framework
of this book. But we can make progress. At the minimum, we can try to
illuminate the mechanisms through which immigrant and native groups
contend over the division of labor—an adequate dividend when, as the
well-known economist George Borjas will concede, “we still do not fully
understand how immigrants affect the employment opportunities of na-
tives in local labor markets.”2® We note that, for there to be widespread
competition, both groups of workers would have to be actively looking
for the same jobs. We suggest that relatively few African-American
workers are even trying to compete with immigrants in the latter’s in-
dustrial and occupational concentrations. At the same time, we find con-
siderable evidence of conflict between immigrants and African Ameri-
cans, and conflict is prima facie evidence of competition. For the most
part, the instances of tension also involve situations in which the foreign-
born workers hold the upper hand. Given the exclusionary effects of im-
migrant networks, the general preference among employers for immi-
grant workers, and the long-standing aversion of white managers
towards African Americans, the latter appear to face some formidable
barriers to employment.

One can imagine two scenarios. In the first, today’s stigmatized im-
migrants replace African Americans as the least desired workers, hired
only in the last resort. In the second, the newcomers, for whom there
seems plenty of dislike, nonetheless push ahead of African Americans,
shoving the latter to the very end of the queue.?’ Unfortunately, our ma-
terial does not allow us to adjudicate between these two, leading us to a
more modest, though not trivial, conclusion: the large-scale immigrant
arrival is not doing anything good for less-skilled African-American
workers. Moreover, the availability of the immigrants facilitates the ac-
tivation of employers’ preferences, which lead them to seek out workers
from the group they perceive least likely to give trouble.3?

STUDYING HOW THE OTHER HALF WORKS

This book documents immigration’s transformation of the social organ-
ization of work. Our prism is the low-skilled labor market in Los Ange-
les, a somewhat singular region but still a microcosm of twenty-first-
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century America. Los Angeles, after all, is not an old, decaying inner city.
Instead, it is America’s quintessential suburb, the dynamic product of
postwar U.S. capitalism. What better place than the City of the Angels
and its environs—here defined as the County of Los Angeles—to study
how immigrants fit into the new American order?*!

Of course, our story encompasses more than just the immigrants
themselves, who join what was already an ethnic mosaic of extraordi-
nary complexity. Today’s newcomers have moved into a region with a
long and complicated history of migration. In moving to Southern Cali-
fornia, today’s immigrants have entered an area where the historic suc-
cession of migrant streams from diverse origins produced an elaborate
ethnic division of labor, which the newest arrivals have rearranged with-
out diminishing the strength of the boundaries. Moreover, the newcom-
ers are hardly of a piece; differences in national origin, ethnic back-
ground, and language are at least as great among foreign-born Angelenos

"as among their native-born counterparts. Los Angeles’s economy is

where these groupings get thrown into the mix, an encounter not with-
out feeling, often not of the most favorable kind. Workers jostle one an-
other for a better job, often for any job; these conflicts reinforce a sense
of in-group attachment and a complementary dislike for outsiders.3?

This book is firmly planted in the broad sociological literatures on im-
migration and ethnicity. We engage the central concepts used by our co-
workers in the field to build an argument directed at the main intellec-
tual issues in play. Though informed by contemporary controversies, this
is also a book of ideas developed in the effort to understand the material
we collected in the field—it is 7ot a book driven by the ideas with which
we began.

Indeed, this book is very different from the one we imagined when we
started. At the time, we undertook a project to see whether low-skilled
immigrants were displacing low-skilled African Americans; as already
noted, we found some indicators of competition, and plenty of evidence
that the encounter between immigrant and African-American workers
has not been frictionless. However, as we realized in the course of study-
ing our notes and the transcripts of our interviews, the focus on compe-
tition obscured a more interesting development. That story involved the
interlocking of ethnicity with the organization of a modern economy, an
issue that broadened the scope of investigation and engaged us with is-
sues we had not taken note of before.

From the standpoint of a positivistic social science, working in de-
ductive fashion from a highly abstract set of general principles, ours is
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opportunism of the worst kind. Perhaps. But we are happy to align our-
selves with those intellectual traditions that validate and value a more in-
ductive approach to social analysis; we offer this book as an example of
grounded theory, our central arguments emerging from the intellectual
encounter with the raw material we collected. We have written the work
in such a way as to retain as much flavor and context as possible, while
also striving to give the reader enough data to take an independent, skep-
tical view of our arguments.

What We Did

From the outset, we opted for a comparative case study approach, fo-
cusing on a theoretically relevant selective portion of the low-wage labor
market. The argument for the comparative case study is straightforward:
it yields far more variation than found in a single case study, and much
greater depth than produced by a representative sample survey. In par-
ticular, it allows us to illuminate those institutional features that affect
the outcomes and processes of interest to us, but that would be lost in a
survey sampling the entire economy.

The Six Industries Consequently, we selected six industries for close ex-
amination—printing, furniture manufacturing, hospitals, department
stores, hotels, and restaurants (see Table 1.1). Several criteria influenced
our selection. First, we sought to focus on industries that could reason-
ably be classified as low-skilled; as of 1990, the median level of educa-
tion for workers in each of these industries stood at twelve years or less
of schooling. Second, we wanted to compare industries that varied in de-
gree of immigrant penetration; hotels and restaurants, for example,
recorded very high levels of immigrant representation, with a quite dif-
ferent situation in department stores or printing. Finally, we wanted to
include industries that also varied in degree of African-American repre-
sentation; hospitals, for example, include a disproportionately large
African-American component, whereas African-American workers were
conspicuously underrepresented in hotels.

Restaurants and hotels are prototypical service industries, featuring a
large proportion of menial, poorly compensated jobs. The health care in-
dustry also provides services, but hospitals have a much more elaborate
division of labor, employing significant numbers of workers with both
far more and somewhat less education than the average American. Al-
though department stores employ clerical workers and also maintain
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TABLE I.I.INDUSTRIES INCLUDED IN
THE STUDY

African Americans

Low Moderate/High
Low Printing Department Stores,
Hospitals
Latino
Immigrants Moderate/High Furniture Hotels
Manufacturing,
Restaurants

SOURCE: 1990 U.S. Census of Population.

NOTE: For African Americans, “low” indicates that fewer than 5 percent of employees in the indus-
try were African American, according to the 1990 Census. For Latino immigrants, “low” indicates that
fewer than 2§ percent of employees in the industry were Latino immigrants, according to the 1990 Census.

shipping rooms and warehouse-type facilities, the bulk of the work in-
volves direct contact with customers. Furniture manufacturing and
printing represent the “small batch” end of manufacturing industries, re-
quiring more skills than old-style “Fordist” mass production industries
but not as much as older craft industries. Additional details on these in-
dustries and how their ethnic composition has changed over past decades
can be found in the appendix.

The Survey A team of faculty members and graduate students carried
out the field research in 1992, 1993, and 1994. We conducted a series of
in-person, in-depth interviews with managers and owners in 228 estab-
lishments throughout Los Angeles County (see Table 1.2 for a break-
down by industry).3 In each instance, we spoke with the highest-ranking
person we could meet who was involved in the hiring process. We struc-
tured our interviews with a series of closed- and open-ended questions.
We began talking with respondents by asking them to identify the largest
category of “entry-level” positions; the remainder of our discussion fo-
cused on these jobs and the workers who filled them. The interviews av-
eraged roughly ninety minutes, ranging from under thirty minutes to
more than three hours.*

The open-ended nature of the interview produced both a conversa-
tional tone and lengthy, often highly detailed discussions of matters per-
ceived as important by respondents. In turn, the level of detail in the data
that we collected allowed for a quasi-ethnographic investigation, in
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TABLE I.2. SKILLS STUDY INTERVIEWS

Industry Interviews Completed Percent of Total
Department Stores 25 11
Furniture Manufacturers 39 17
Hospitals 36 16
Hotels 40 18
Printers 44 19
Restaurants 44 19

Total 228 100

SOURCE: Skills Study

which the transcripts and lengthy field notes provided clues to patterns
that we had not anticipated at the start.

While we were interested in what employers had to say about immi-
grants, African Americans, and other ethnic groups in the workforce, we
wanted to be able to evaluate these attitudes contextually, informed by
an understanding of what employers did. Consequently, we started with
relatively anodyne but highly pertinent questions, pertaining to skill re-
quirements, recruitment practices, and selection procedures. Respon-
dents’ answers to these questions provided the basis for chapter 3. Our
queries about these matters made no mention of immigration or ethnic
differences in the workforce. But more often than not, our respondents
spontaneously moved the discussion toward our underlying interests,
talking about skills in light of the problems entailed in employing a
workforce that did not speak English (the focus of chapter 4) or ex-
plaining the use of network hiring as a consequence of relying on immi-
grant workers characterized by tight connections (the substance of chap-
ters 5—7).

Thus, the interviews gradually and almost naturally gravitated to-
ward the potentially controversial questions having to do with percep-
tions about immigration or views of particular ethnic groups. That these
were also practical questions, in the sense that employment strategies
were informed by the respondents’ understandings of ethnic differences
in the labor market, and of their implications, facilitated the progression
toward more sensitive topics having to do with ethnicity as such (dis-
cussed in chapters 8—9). Even so, we trod gingerly. To probe employers’
attitudes and, through discussions of intergroup relations, the attitudes
of employees, we began indirectly, asking employers how “managing di-
versity” was a challenge (the source for chapter 10); we then asked em-
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ployers to supply accounts of how any particular group came to com-
prise the majority in their labor force. Finally, we inquired into views of
the work ethic of the labor force generally, and only then, to gauge em-
ployers’ perceptions and beliefs, asked their views of the “work ethic”
of particular groups.

Thus, many respondents began telling their views of specific ethnic
groups long before we asked; others, like the manager who answered,
“P’ll leave that to you sociologists,” proved more guarded. A number of
respondents expressed an “aversion to innate generalizations—general-
izations about groups are prejudiced”; others objected to our efforts to
elicit generalizations and contended that they could not “think of nega-
tive traits among workers employed here”; others sought to avoid an im-
politic comment:

Employer: Some of them [immigrants] seem to be more technical. A
lot of it has to do with attitude. Some groups are hard to
deal with.

Interviewer: Any group in particular?
Employer: 1have my own feelings, let’s skip that.

Some respondents were also suspicious about the direction in which
our questions seemed headed, as with one manager who rebuffed our ef-
fort to ask about work ethic, conceding that “we no longer have an em-
ployee base who values walking uphill in the snow,” but contending,
“I’m always bothered by questions like this because of cultural biases.”
Overall, however, we found limited hesitancy to take on our questions.
Managers gave responses that highlighted clearly defined, invidious dis-
tinctions among groups, while registering sensitivity to a range of dif-
ferences within groups.

Still, there were systematic differences in self-censorship across or-
ganizations, with establishment size and conversational circumspection
rising together. In smaller establishments, we were more likely to speak
with an owner or general manager responsible for personnel and opera-
tions. By contrast, we usually talked with a human resource (HR) man-
ager when visiting a larger organization, and almost always did, in de-
partment stores and hospitals. The owners and general managers evinced
little discomfort in discussing ethnic matters, answering our questions
with a frankness that often surprised us. Not so the human resource
managers, who by dint of education, professional socialization, and sen-
sitivity to the visible nature of the institution for which they worked,
were more likely to be both more careful about their responses and more
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attentive to filtering out prejudices. “We learn to be color blind in human

relations,” noted one interviewee. “I feel that when 'm doing my job, no

person has color, no person has a disability. We train ourselves not to no-

tice a person’s limp, or whatever.” It is also the case that human resources

has been a favored route of upward mobility for both women and mi-

norities, making HR managers somewhat more likely to see ethnic di-
-versity as a good in and of itself.

_ Nonetheless, tongues loosened in the course of conversations that
Jasted an hour or more. For example, a hospital manager who insisted,
«I hate talking about groups like this because it’s so general,” went on
to a later discussion of group traits in a detailed, highly specific way.
Close inspection of the transcripts and field notes reveals that initial dis-
claimers rarely lasted for long. We should also note that self-censoring
should reduce variation in the views of managers toward the ethnic
groups with whom they interact and yield relatively favorable views to-
ward more stigmatized groups. That we found relatively little flattening,
with the human resource managers describing and ranking the work-
force in light of the preferences already described, makes our evidence all

the more credible.

A NOTE ON LOCAL GEOGRAPHY

In this book, we will often refer to the specific community in which a firm
is located. We know this can be confusing to readers not intimately fa-
miliar to the area; we hope this brief note will help.

Los Angeles County boasts innumerable distinct communities, of
which roughly 120 take the form of incorporated cities (see Figure 1.1).
The City of Los Angeles has about one-third of the population of the
county but a much smaller proportion of its area. The county is divided
into several well-recognized if somewhat fuzzily defined areas. The An-
telope Valley, in the northern part of Los Angeles County, is undergoing
rapid real estate development, but is still sparsely populated. An area of
hills and desert, it is home to such cities as Palmdale, Lancaster, and
Santa Clarita. To the south and west of the Antelope Valley lies the San
Fernando Valley, the suburban heartland of the 1950s and 1960s, phys-
ically separated from the central city by ranges of hills, though largely be-
longing to the City of Los Angeles.

The San Gabriel Valley, occupying a large area north and east of
downtown, is probably most famous for Pasadena, home of the Rose
Bowl, and Monterey Park, the nation’s “first suburban Chinatown.”
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Figure 1.1. The Los Angeles Region
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Glendale, the third largest city in the county (after Los Angeles and Long
Beach), is also considered part of the San Gabriel Valley. The central city
includes downtown Los Angeles and such nearby districts as Chinatown
jand Koreatown. As in most southwestern cities, much of the city center
is not densely populated. East of downtown lies a sprawling, heavily
Latino area, much of it consisting of unincorporated county territory.

Our headquarters at the University of California, Los Angeles, is
firmly ensconced in the affluent “West” area of the county, which is lo-
cated west of downtown and encompasses such well-known communi-
ties as Beverly Hills, Santa Monica, and Hollywood.

The area south of downtown encompasses most of what is popularly
known as South Central Los Angeles. Underscoring the social nature of
most geographical boundaries, the area is defined as much by the skin
color of its residents as by physical landmarks or political boundaries.
The South Central ghetto first came to national attention with the Watts
Riots of 1965, and entered the national stage again in the early 1990s
through films like “Boyz ’n the Hood” and “South Central” as well as
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the riots that broke out hours after the acquittal of the police officers
who beat Rodney King. Watts, Compton, Inglewood, and Florence are
among the communities in this area. The southern area of the county is
known as the South Bay, dominated by the city of Long Beach and pop-
ulated with mostly white suburbs like Torrance and more diverse cities
like Gardena.

A ROAD MAP

We have organized our story into three primary sections, each of which
begins with a conceptual overview, followed by two chapters present-
ing an analysis of our interview data. The first section details the nature
of work in the low-skilled segment of the labor market, with special at-
tention to how ethnicity affects the social organization of labor. The
second section focuses on the interface between social networks and
formal hiring practices, and the ways in which these two mechanisms
for allocating labor affect who gets which jobs. The third section ex-
amines prejudice and discrimination, focusing on the nature of em-
ployers’ ethnic preferences and the role of ethnic conflict at the work-
place. In a concluding section, we revisit the question of competition
between immigrant and African-American workers and then peer into
the future, asking what our story portends about the role of the new
Angelenos in years to come.

PART TWO

The Social Organization
of Labor



