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CALIFORNIA’S IMMIGRATION

Roger Waldinger

Over the last thirty years, the United States has again become
an immigrant nation. As a share of total population, the foreign-born
presence is quite far from turn of the century dimensions; when
compared to the nation’s total demographic base, the rate at which
newcomers are arriving similarly looks modest by historical
standards. But in absolute terms, the population of newcomers that
moved to the United States during the 1980s was massive, exceeded
only by the even larger tide of immigrants who came to the United
States in the first decade of the 20th century. And the trend for the
last decade of the 20th century is clearly tilted upward: according to
the Census Bureau, the U.S. received more immigrants between
1990 and 1994 than it had during the entire decade of the 1970s.

If immigration is a matter of federal policy, with decisions
about numbers, categories, and enforcement made in Washington, it
is a phenomenon with highly regionalized and localized effects.
Many states and areas in the United States have yet to witness
immigrant inflows of significant size; for others, the advent of the
new immigration has been a transforming event. Nowhere more so
than in California. In the period of a brief three decades, the Golden
State has become the premier concentration of the foreign-born,
home to 12 of every 100 Americans, but one of every three
immigrants, as of 1990.

But as in the rest of the nation, immigration has not diffused
evenly throughout the state, but has instead converged on a limited
number of places. As the site of 20 percent of the nations’ entire
foreign-born population, the Los Angeles region tops the list; in
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