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1 Immigrants & American 
Civic Institutions 

Each week during the fall of 1999, immigrant Chinese garment and
restaurant workers in New York City demonstrated outside the New York
State Workers’ Compensation Board. Although most had few economic
resources and most lacked English language skills and citizenship, they
went with petitions and signs to demand that the board expedite payments
and accept accountability for worker safety. Around the same time in Los
Angeles, immigrant Mexican day laborers formed an independent work-
ers’ association and began participating in political theater groups as part
of an effort to demand fair wages. In late September 2003, nearly a thou-
sand immigrants and their supporters from around the country headed for
Washington, D.C., as part of the Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride,
modeled after the freedom rides conducted as part of the 1960s civil rights
movement. The immigrant freedom riders traveled to the nation’s capital
to demand legalization for undocumented workers, a more ef‹cient and
fair naturalization process, policy reforms to promote the reuni‹cation of
families separated by migration, and greater civil rights and civil liberties
protections for racial, ethnic, and religious minorities. The ride culminated
in a rally and festival that drew more than one hundred thousand people
and included a national congressional lobbying effort.

These examples of political activism stand in sharp contrast to accounts
about the apathy and disengagement of contemporary U.S. immigrants.
As a group, these immigrants exhibit low rates of political participation
compared to the general population. However, in the late 1990s, I
noticed that some immigrants were taking part in political activities, and I
began to wonder if the statistics that were frequently reported as evidence
of immigrants’ reluctance to participate politically really told the whole
story. Strikingly, those who were organizing and attending protest events



were, according to conventional theories of political participation, among
the least likely to be politically active—immigrants lacking citizenship or
legal residency, with limited English skills, and living on poverty wages.
Why would immigrants stuck in some of the country’s lowest-paying jobs
and struggling to put food on the table take time out of their busy days to
attend a rally, go to a march, or lobby Congress?

That question was further animated by interviews I conducted with
Chinese and Mexican immigrants and community leaders in New York
City and Los Angeles during 1999 and 2000. When I asked about their
communities and why they had or had not become involved in U.S. poli-
tics, two types of responses stood out. To the question of whether she felt
that she was a part of the American political system, a Chinese immigrant
woman replied, “The two big political organizations here, Republican and
Democrat, mainly just care about white people. Percent of voters, minor-
ity, don’t carry weight so [they are the] ‹rst group to be sacri‹ced. If all
minorities vote, greater percent of voting power. Otherwise, we will con-
tinue to be ignored. If we don’t vote, we will remain insigni‹cant.” Asked
about opportunities for participation in the United States, another Chi-
nese immigrant woman paused for a moment and then said, “I guess I
only participate in the church. I’m never interested in politics, only if the
church says something.”

These statements re›ect two common claims among the immigrants I
interviewed. On the one hand, they often observed that the two major
political parties seem to have no real interest in or involvement with immi-
grants. On the other hand, interviewees remarked that groups that do
community-based work—labor organizations, workers’ centers, advocacy
and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations, and reli-
gious institutions—involve immigrants in political activities.

Civic Institutions & Immigrant Political Mobilization

This book focuses on the role that American civic institutions play in
mobilizing immigrants. My ‹eld research led me to some conclusions that
challenge the assumption that immigrants’ failure to participate more
actively in politics is rooted in their shortcomings or attitudes. I concluded
that the low levels of political participation among contemporary minority
immigrants do not result from individual apathy, lack of assimilation, or
even a preoccupation with the homeland, as some popular and scholarly
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accounts suggest. Instead, the research indicates that American civic insti-
tutions’ level of involvement with an immigrant community affects the
level of political participation by members of that community. Institutions
are not neutral actors in the process of immigrant mobilization, and their
historical and political contexts, including incentives and the racial atti-
tudes of the American public and elites, in›uence who gets to participate
in the U.S. political system. The incorporation of immigrants into the
political system poses challenges and offers opportunities to American
civic institutions—including political parties, labor organizations, workers’
centers, advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associ-
ations, and religious institutions. This book challenges institutions to do
more in terms of ful‹lling the democratic ideal of full participation and
inclusion for all citizens and points to how that could be accomplished.

Shifts in the American institutional landscape have affected immigrant
political participation and mobilization in speci‹c ways. In the past, waves
of immigrants from Europe were at the heart of U.S. politics: “Nine-
teenth-century immigrants arrived to ‹nd important political groups eager
to satisfy their material needs. Political party organizations, especially the
many urban political machines, needed immigrants’ votes and did their
best to get them” (Schier 2002, 16). In contrast to earlier immigrants,
those of today, who hail mostly from Asia and Latin America, ‹nd them-
selves on the periphery of the American political system. Fundamental dif-
ferences in how parties mobilize people to participate in American politics
partly account for this change. Local political machines and party organi-
zations formerly exhibited a consistent and committed interest in political
mobilization at the neighborhood level but are no longer a vital presence
in U.S. communities generally and in immigrant communities in particu-
lar. Those efforts have been replaced by the centralization of campaigns in
the Republican and Democratic national headquarters, where technical-
ization, in the form of direct marketing and mass media campaigns, has
become the norm. Unless the mainstream political parties modify the
mobilization strategies that they perfected at the end of the 1990s, other
civic organizations may become the most viable institutions for encourag-
ing immigrant involvement in American politics.

In the absence of strong, local-level party activity, the in›uence of com-
munity organizations may be even greater than had previously been the
case.1 This book examines the role of labor organizations, workers’ cen-
ters, advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associa-
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tions, and religious institutions in immigrant communities’ mobilization
and participation. By providing immigrants with opportunities to partici-
pate in both electoral and nonelectoral political activities, these organiza-
tions form an institutional bridge between immigrant communities and
the larger political system.

America’s Shifting Demographics

Although the shift in the institutional landscape constitutes a signi‹cant
factor in the process of political mobilization, it pales in comparison to the
shift in the U.S. demographic landscape. America is a nation of immi-
grants, but today, people from all over the world are entering the country
in numbers not seen since the great waves of immigration from Europe of
the past century.2 In 2000, approximately 28 million immigrants resided
in the United States, about 10 percent of the total U.S. population—the
highest percentage since the 1930s.3 Today, more than one out of every
‹ve people living in the United States is an immigrant or the child of
immigrants. Because of their immense demographic force, immigrants
profoundly affect the nation’s institutions and communities.

Latinos and Asian Americans are the two largest and fastest-growing
U.S. immigrant populations.4 Immigration, not the birthrate among those
already living in the United States, is the primary factor driving population
growth for both groups.5 In 2002, Asian American and Latino immigrants
accounted for more than 75 percent of the U.S. foreign-born population.
Approximately one in every four immigrants is Asian American, and one in
every two is Latino. The Asian American population grew from 7 million
in 1990 to more than 10 million in 2000, more than 60 percent of them
immigrants. Although Asian Americans make up only about 5 percent of
the U.S. population, in some regions they represent a much larger pro-
portion.6 Similarly, the U.S. Latino population grew from 22 million in
1990 to more than 35 million in 2000, and almost 40 percent are immi-
grants. Latinos make up more than 12 percent of the current U.S. popu-
lation, and, as is the case for Asian Americans, that proportion is much
higher in some regions.7 In contrast, in 2000, fewer than 4 percent of
non-Latino whites and 7 percent of blacks were foreign-born (Schmidley
2001).

Given these massive demographic changes, understanding the place of
immigrants in the U.S. civic sphere has never been more critical. Not only
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is the number of immigrants growing, but they and their children are also
becoming a larger segment of the political system. Immigrants constitute
about 13 percent of the U.S. voting-age population, and their potential
political in›uence is magni‹ed by their concentration in California, New
York, New Jersey, Texas, Florida, and Illinois, all states that command a
large number of electoral college votes (Mollenkopf, Olson, and Ross
2001). The political mobilization of this group has the potential to alter
the shape of the future American political system.

Despite the tremendous growth in the Latino and Asian American pop-
ulations, their demographic power is not re›ected in their political
involvement. These groups are characterized by low rates of voting partic-
ipation, and recent Latino and Asian American immigrants are even less
likely to vote than are their native-born counterparts (Ong and Nakanishi
1996; DeSipio 1996; Cho 1999; Ramakrishnan 2005). Among voting age
citizens, only 52 percent of Asian Americans and 58 percent of Latinos
reported that they were registered to vote in 2004, compared to 69 per-
cent of blacks and 75 percent of whites (U.S. Census Bureau 2005). Just
45 percent of Asian American and 47 percent of Latino adult citizens
report voting in 2004, compared to 60 percent of black and 67 percent of
white adult citizens. Thus, even when citizenship status is taken into
account, these groups continue to register and vote at lower rates than
blacks or whites (Schmidley 2001; Lien 2001; Leighley 2001; Jamieson,
Shin, and Day 2002; Ramakrishnan 2005).

Low rates of voting participation partly explain why parties have been
slow to turn their attention toward Asian American and Latino immi-
grants. There are few incentives in the U.S. political system encouraging
parties to target low-propensity voters. Parties tend to devote their ener-
gies toward mobilizing the most likely voters in order to achieve the most
“bang for the buck.” Whether because of assumptions about immigrant
apathy or because parties rarely focus beyond the next election, Asian
Americans and Latinos—and particularly the immigrant members of those
groups—receive less attention than the general population. Yet the parties’
reluctance to mobilize these groups ignores several key points. Research
has shown that with the passage of time, today’s immigrants will become
tomorrow’s citizens and voters (Ong and Nakanishi 1996; Mogelonsky
1997; Myers, Pitkin, and Park 2005). In so doing, America’s mainstream
political parties are missing an opportunity to win these people over as
constituents and as a base. More broadly, the parties are relinquishing a
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responsibility to shape the political socialization of these groups. Their
focus on voting trends also turns a blind eye to nonvoting forms of politi-
cal activity. Involvement in those sorts of activities can serve as a mecha-
nism for political socialization and engagement, both for noncitizens, who
cannot vote, and for newer citizens, who may hesitate to turn out to vote.
These activities rarely have direct electoral outcomes, but they can form
the bedrock for actions that will have those outcomes. Signi‹cantly, non-
voting activities can be organized and led by groups that have only 
tenuous connections (or no connection whatsoever) to American political
parties.

The Nature of Democracy & the Role of Institutions 
in Immigrant Political Participation

The number of immigrants living in the United States today is not the
only reason that we must pay attention to immigrant political participa-
tion. Political theorists since Alexis de Tocqueville have claimed that
involvement in civic life provides the foundation for a strong democracy.
Carole Pateman (1970), among others, asserts that civic engagement fos-
ters the skills and attitudes necessary for the democratic process and facili-
tates the acceptance of collective decisions. Participation in politics in par-
ticular is the mechanism by which citizens in›uence their government.
Through participation, citizens communicate their needs, interests, and
preferences; participation can take many forms in addition to voting,
including protesting, marching, signing petitions, or working for change
in community groups (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). In addition,
even when it is not explicitly political, civic engagement helps people to
communicate and organize more effectively, which can further strengthen
democracy (Pateman 1970).

Numerous political scientists have recognized the importance of institu-
tions for participatory democracy. Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman,
and Henry E. Brady note that “social institutions play a major role in stim-
ulating citizens to take part in politics by cultivating psychological engage-
ment in politics and by serving as the locus of recruitment to activity”
(1995, 6). In his case study of the Industrial Areas Foundation in Texas,
Mark Warren demonstrates that the organization fosters social connec-
tions and engagement in existing community institutions—that is,
churches—to create an important link between community members liv-
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ing in poor areas and the larger political system. He argues that “the foun-
dation for people’s development as members of society and as democratic
citizens lies in local communities.” In particular, “It is the institutions of
local community life, schools, churches, and less formal interactions that
integrate people into democratic society” (2001, 22).

Robert Putnam’s social-capital perspective on civic engagement also
emphasizes the importance of institutions. Social capital consists of “con-
nections among individuals—social networks and the norms of reciprocity
and trustworthiness that arise from them” (2000, 19). The forging of
these connections can lead to greater economic mobility and even greater
health and happiness. In large part, these social networks are fostered in
civic institutions, which have many bene‹ts for a democracy. They help
individuals to make collective demands on government by providing a
place for the generation and exchange of information and ideas. “When
people associate in neighborhood groups, PTAs, political parties or even
national advocacy groups, their individual and otherwise quiet voices mul-
tiple and are ampli‹ed” (338). Civic institutions reinforce democratic
habits by giving individuals an opportunity to learn to run meetings, speak
in public, organize projects, and debate public issues (339). Community
organizations constitute places where immigrants can build democratic
skills.

Robert Dahl (1998) suggests that democracy rests on the assumption
that people are equally represented, and that assumption is also implicit in
Putnam’s vision of a stable, healthy democracy. No person or group
should be treated as intrinsically privileged vis-à-vis other people or
groups, and there should be parity in participation and representation
(Dahl 1998).8 In reality, lack of parity in participation rates characterizes
the country’s various groups. Immigrants, especially those from Asia and
Latin America, often ‹nd themselves on the periphery of the American
political system, especially in terms of political participation (Ramakrishan
2005).

Challenges for Improving Immigrant Political Participation

Understanding what shapes patterns of civic engagement and political
mobilization among immigrants is the ‹rst step toward addressing the
disparity in participation and representation (Schlozman, Verba, and
Brady 1999, 429). Over the past two decades, observers and scholars
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have tried to identify exactly why Latinos and Asian Americans are not
more involved in the American political system.9 Some scholarly and pop-
ular press accounts point to political apathy or cultural barriers that dis-
courage political participation among immigrants (Skerry 1993; Fletcher
2000). Others attribute low levels of immigrant political engagement in
the United States to plans to “return to the old country” and a focus on
the politics of the homeland (Barone 2001, 180–81; Huntington 2004,
269, 276–91). Many studies have shown that lack of citizenship and fail-
ure to meet voter-registration requirements generally represent the
biggest barriers to participation, at least in terms of voting.10 Individual-
level variables, such as lack of socioeconomic resources, not being of vot-
ing age, and a language barrier, also contribute to low levels of political
participation for Latinos (Pachon 1998; Cho 1999; Citrin and Highton
2002) and, to a lesser degree, Asian Americans (Cho 1999; Lien, Con-
way, and Wong 2004).

These researchers, however, have paid less attention to the institutional
sources of mobilization, especially for Asian Americans and Latinos (see,
however, Leighley 2001; Lien 2001). This book remedies that shortcom-
ing by examining mobilization strategies within the institutional context
of civic engagement not only to explain the relative absence of political
involvement in those two groups but also to suggest ways for those insti-
tutions to take a more active role in bringing them into the political sys-
tem. Steven J. Rosenstone and John Mark Hansen (1993) observe that
people are not mobilized equally across the population. One reason the
authors cite is that political-party leaders strategically target those people
on whom they can count as allies, those who are socially well positioned
and in›uential, and those who are the most likely to respond to mobiliza-
tion (31). In the United States, mobilization patterns are also linked to
race. Verba, Schlozman, and Brady ‹nd that whites are much more likely
to report being recruited into politics than either blacks or Latinos (1995,
151). In the most comprehensive study of mobilization and race to date,
Jan Leighley (2001) ‹nds wide disparities between whites and minorities
(blacks and Latinos) in terms of general levels of mobilization. However,
she also ‹nds that the gaps depend on type of mobilization. Gaps are
widest for “particularized mobilization,” described as requests from can-
didates, parties, or groups for individuals to become involved in speci‹c
political activities such as voting, campaigning, or participating in local
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politics (102). Gaps in mobilization shrink when one considers more gen-
eral requests to participate, which occur in the workplace, at church, or
through voluntary associations (103).

Mobilization entails an effort by individuals or groups of individuals to
bring people into the political system through encouragement, incentives,
and the provision of opportunities to participate in politics (see also
Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). In this book, I distinguish between three
types of mobilization: mass, selective, and limited.

Mass mobilization is the recruitment and organization of a large number
of people to participate in political action. A mass mobilization does not
necessarily have to be effective, and it can occur to force change or to
maintain the status quo, but it must involve assembling and organizing a
mass of people for a speci‹c action.

Selective mobilization is the strategic targeting of recruitment efforts to
expend the least effort to achieve the greatest effect. Political party leaders
often engage in selective recruitment during an election campaign, target-
ing the individuals who are the most likely voters (such as those with sub-
stantial socioeconomic resources) and who are likely to mobilize others
(especially those centrally placed in social networks) (Rosenstone and
Hansen 1993). Historically, parties have engaged in the mass mobilization
of immigrants. Today, however, selective mobilization has left many
immigrants on the periphery of the political system.

Community organizations, focused on social service, advocacy, or other
missions, generally lack the resources to engage in mass political mobiliza-
tion. Instead, they rely on limited mobilization, which involves the recruit-
ment of limited numbers to take part in political action, often relating to a
speci‹c issue or concern. By engaging in limited mobilization, community
organizations can lay the foundation for mass mobilization in immigrant
communities by recruiting some members of those communities to take
part in U.S. politics and by imparting critical organizing and communica-
tion skills to those immigrants. Because of their long-standing local pres-
ence in immigrant communities, community organizations may eventually
serve as the institutions from which mass mobilization efforts can be
launched in those communities. For mass mobilization efforts to be effec-
tive, they may need to be connected to trusted community institutions.
Trust can be built through community organizations’ current efforts to
engage in limited mobilization.
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Meeting the Challenges of Mobilizing Contemporary Immigrants

The research I conducted in 1999 and 2000 indicates that political parties
are not giving priority to the political mobilization of Asian American and
Latino immigrants. Instead, labor organizations, workers’ centers, advo-
cacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations, and
religious institutions are engaging in political organizing efforts. These
activities offer a window onto the mechanisms and potential for the future
incorporation of immigrants into the American political system. This book
will point to how civic institutions could do more in terms of ful‹lling the
democratic promise of full participation by focusing on the limitations and
strengths of those institutions for mobilizing immigrants to participate in
the political system.

The growing numbers of immigrants to the United States present chal-
lenges to American civic institutions. Many conservatives in particular are
concerned that contemporary immigrants are preoccupied with economic
advancement to the detriment of their civic and cultural engagement
(Geyer 1996). Fears that immigrant political apathy or resistance to assim-
ilation will erode the country’s civic culture are one element underlying
the calls for stricter limits on immigration.

These fears about immigrant apathy and resistance to assimilation
neglect the role that immigrants could play in our democratic society were
they to become engaged members of the American polity. This possibility
unfolds on four key axes: (1) an intensi‹ed role for community organiza-
tions as agents of political mobilization; (2) the appearance of unantici-
pated types of participation and processes of mobilization; (3) the role of
time in immigrants’ political participation and the imperative for main-
stream political parties to embrace long-term mobilization strategies to
encourage and accelerate immigrant political participation; and (4) an
acknowledgment that immigrant involvement in ethnic-based organiza-
tions or in homeland politics does not necessarily preclude—or even
diminish—immigrant civic involvement in the United States.

Axis 1: Community Organizations as Mobilizing Agents

Local party organizations—the institutions critical to the mobilization of
earlier waves of European immigrants—no longer mobilize newcomers
in a consistent or committed fashion. In contrast, as in the past, organi-
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zations that engage in community-based work continue to mobilize
immigrants despite limitations related to lack of resources and to a
focus on providing social services rather than on developing political
activities (Skerry 1993; Sterne 2001; A. Lin forthcoming). For exam-
ple, in Los Angeles, the Chinatown Service Center offers classes in
English as a second language and in citizenship, and the Day Laborers
Project at the Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights Los Angeles
brings together immigrant workers at soccer games to inform them
about their rights as workers and helps them to organize collectively
around wage issues.

Like the general population, many immigrants who join community
organizations are among the most socioeconomically advantaged within
their communities. Surprisingly, however, organizations also mobilize
those individuals who traditional theories of political participation, espe-
cially socioeconomic theories, contend are the least likely to participate:
those who have few resources, who do not speak English, and who are not
citizens. The ability of organizations outside the mainstream party system
to politically mobilize some of the least privileged segments of the immi-
grant community—day laborers, garment workers, and undocumented
immigrants—indicates the potential generally to mobilize the immigrant
community. This compels us to revisit theories of political participation
that make assumptions about who is and who is not likely to participate in
the American political system.

Which features of community organizations make them successful in
mobilizing immigrants? Ethnic voluntary associations, advocacy and social
service organizations, and even religious institutions are often led and
staffed by individuals with strong familial or other ties to the immigrant
community they serve. That background endows these people with exper-
tise and understanding about those groups, thereby facilitating mobiliza-
tion around shared interests and identities. Community groups organize
immigrants by recognizing the complexity and multiple aspects of immi-
grant identity and by being sensitive to the unique histories, traditions,
language, and policy needs of local immigrant communities. Studying
these organizations provides a powerful lens through which to observe
how institutional strategies and behaviors encourage greater mobilization
among immigrants generally and helps us to understand the limits to
mobilizing immigrants on a mass scale.
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Axis 2: Unanticipated Processes of Political Mobilization

Nonparty community organizations’ activities may also lead to the devel-
opment of unanticipated processes of political mobilization among Asian
American and Latino immigrants. Those processes could differ in impor-
tant ways from what European immigrants in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries experienced. For example, whereas political parties are
credited with bringing European immigrants into American electoral pol-
itics, the contemporary institutional dynamic is likely to provide multiple
channels of political socialization in a broad range of electoral and non-
electoral activities. In addition, mobilization by parties is likely to lead to
organization around a party platform or comprehensive agenda, but mobi-
lization led by labor organizations, workers’ centers, advocacy and social
service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations, and religious institu-
tions is likely to be driven by issue-speci‹c and issue-oriented mobilization
strategies. In addition, contemporary community organizations, perhaps
to an even greater degree than in the past (Skocpol 1999b), allow for the
retention of ethnic and racial identity and its strong role in organizing.
Thus, developing a fuller understanding of political mobilization requires
that more careful attention be paid to all these processes.

Critics argue that ethnic-based organizations can be divisive and lead to
ethnic balkanization because they promote ethnic identity to the detri-
ment of a common American identity (Skerry 1993; Huntington 2004).
Although certain organizations mobilize immigrants around shared racial
and ethnic identities, most do not do so at the expense of recognizing
other types of identities. Immigrants possess multiple and intersecting
identities, and immigrant community organizations mobilize around this
array of identities, including identity as a worker or gender identity rather
than just ethnic and racial identity. Given that some ethnic-based commu-
nity organizations have forged multiethnic or multiracial alliances, the
likelihood that political mobilization by these organizations will provoke
ethnic divisions is also minimal.

Some authors who have studied immigrants’ participation have relied
heavily on aggregate demographic data (censuses, exit polls), which are
restricted to an important but narrow form of political behavior: voting
(Mollenkopf, Olson, and Ross 2001; Fraga and Ramirez 2003). “Because
casting a ballot is, by far, the most common act of citizenship in any
democracy . . . political scientists appropriately devote a great deal of
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attention to the vote” (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995, 23). How-
ever, like those scholars who claim that political participation encompasses
more than just participation in electoral politics (Verba and Nie 1972; J.
Scott 1985; Kelley 1994; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Marable
1984), I have de‹ned political participation more broadly, as an “activity
that is intended to or has the consequence of affecting, either directly or
indirectly, government action” (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995, 9).

Thus, it is important to pay attention to those activities that are aimed
not directly at the formal government but indirectly at those who are per-
ceived to in›uence or control the distribution of resources and services.
For example, to win wider support, a group might organize a protest to
draw media attention to a lack of good neighborhood schools rather than
directly petitioning the government for increased school funding. Because
many immigrants are not U.S. citizens and are therefore barred legally
from voting, it is especially critical to consider their involvement in extra-
electoral activities. Unlike voting, which is a quintessentially individual act,
many extraelectoral activities are best undertaken through civic institu-
tions, which organize around a sense of group membership or shared
group interests (Putnam 2000). Immigrants’ political activities encompass
both traditional electoral participation and such extraelectoral actions as
protests, marches, and demonstrations.11 Immigrants can and will partici-
pate in politics through a wide variety of activities, many of which take
place in arenas other than the voting booth. Consequently, it is imperative
to consider those institutions that mobilize different types of participation
at both the grassroots and mass levels (Tate 1993; Harris 1994; Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Calhoun-Brown 1996).

Axis 3: Political Acculturation over Time and 
Long-Term Mobilization Strategies

The passage of time, manifested as duration of residence in the United
States, inevitably leads to greater immigrant participation in electoral and
nonelectoral politics. Gradual acculturation into American life was as
important for earlier European immigrants as it is for today’s arrivals. This
holds true not only across generations but also within the ‹rst (foreign-
born) generation.12 Thus, the political participation of Asian American
and Latino immigrants can be expected to increase with duration of stay
and at a slow and steady rate over many years.

One reason that parties are ineffective in drawing immigrants into the
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political system is that they are always preoccupied with the next immedi-
ate election and consequently usually employ very short-term strategies.
This is signi‹cant because if political parties do not mobilize immigrants
consistently and if other types of civic organizations face resource limita-
tions that prevent them from mobilizing immigrants on a mass scale,
long-term socialization may be the only mechanism that reliably will
bring large numbers of immigrants into the American political system.
Given that political participation for immigrants is time-dependent,
American civic institutions ought to adopt longer-term mobilization
strategies.

Axis 4: Involvement in Homeland Politics and Transnational Organizations

Some researchers have suggested that immigrants with strong ties to their
countries of origin focus on their homeland politics almost exclusively and
are thus less active in American politics (Portes and Rumbaut 1996;
Barone 2001). Increasing globalization tends to strengthen bonds to the
homeland. Air travel and sophisticated yet increasingly accessible commu-
nications systems such as the Internet, e-mail, and cell phones facilitate the
development and maintenance of transnational attachments. Contempo-
rary immigrants’ linkages to their countries of origin are both strong and
varied. Many return home frequently, send money, build crossborder
social networks and communities, and invest in projects and property in
their former hometowns, all of which helps to construct hybrid or over-
lapping identities. And some immigrants remain politically active in their
homelands. In an age marked by rapid globalization, attention must be
paid to the transnational character of migration.

However, the assumption that a strong interest in or concern for the
country of origin implies indifference toward U.S. political life should be
challenged. The widespread belief that ‹rst-generation immigrants’ con-
cern with homeland issues precludes the possibility of their participation in
U.S. politics is not supported empirically. Analysis of surveys and qualita-
tive interviews suggests that transnational political activity is associated
with greater political participation for some U.S. immigrants. Institutional
strategies should recognize that in certain groups, those active in their
homeland politics also tend to be the most politically active in their U.S.
communities. This trend has implications for American civic institutions
and their relationship to immigrant communities. In particular, rather
than dismissing immigrants involved in politics related to their home
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countries as being apathetic or disloyal to the American political system,
civic institution leaders should consider transnational activists a potential
source of participatory leadership in U.S. politics.

Studying Immigrant Mobilization

Many studies of immigrant political participation and mobilization have
been based on case studies of a single racial or ethnic group, which makes
generalization dif‹cult (Jones-Correa 1998; Karpathakis 1999; Rogers
2000a). This book moves beyond that limitation by focusing on Asian
Americans and Latinos, two groups for which political mobilization is a
critical issue as a result of both their growing numbers and their historical
exclusion from the political system. Chinese and Mexican immigrants, the
two largest subgroups within those panethnic categories, receive special
comparative attention based on interviews in the metropolitan gateway
cities of New York and Los Angeles. Chinese and Mexican immigrants
share many similar challenges in terms of language acquisition, naturaliza-
tion, and minority-group status, but they also differ in the size of their
U.S. populations, proximity to countries of origin, and average economic
resources. Although no ethnic group is reducible to a single, monolithic
identity (Benhabib 2002), the comparative focus on these two major
groups has led to observations that may apply not only to immigrants but
also to minorities and to voters generally.

Data gathered through both qualitative and quantitative methods
helps to shed light on the role of American civic institutions in immigrant
political mobilization. The majority of the qualitative data was collected
during 1999 and 2000, primarily through in-depth interviews with lead-
ers of immigrant community organizations and with immigrants from
Chinese and Mexican communities in New York and Los Angeles. I also
collected data through ‹eldwork that involved participant observation at
immigrant community events, cataloging and coding printed materials
from community organizations, and extensive note taking. In addition, I
analyzed quantitative data from three surveys, including the 2000–2001
Pilot National Asian American Political Survey, the 1989–1990 Latino
National Political Survey (see de la Garza et al. 1992), and the 1999
Washington Post/Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard University
National Survey on Latinos in America. (For details on the study’s
methodology, see the appendix.)
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Conclusion

Immigration, primarily from Asia and Latin America, has fundamentally
transformed the American population. Scholars and popular commenta-
tors have observed that these immigrants participate in politics at lower
rates than the general population and often attribute this phenomenon to
political apathy or preoccupation with the homeland. Some individuals
have voiced concern that lack of participation among immigrants will
undermine American civil society. However, little research has investi-
gated the role that American civic institutions play in mobilizing immi-
grants toward involvement in U.S. politics. The research on which this
book is based supports the premise that the political mobilization of con-
temporary immigrants poses not a threat to the American polity but an
opportunity for democratic revitalization.

How do American civic institutions—parties, labor organizations,
workers’ centers, advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic volun-
tary associations, and religious institutions—react to the challenges and
opportunities posed by new Americans from around the world? What
types of American civic institutions provide pathways toward democratic
participation for an increasingly diverse American populace? Which civic
institutions are becoming less relevant in the face of massive demographic
change? What strategies can civic institutions employ to better support
immigrants’ civic participation? The chapters that follow examine these
questions. Although this book focuses on how American civic institutions
respond to Chinese and Mexican immigrants in particular, it will also
reveal how civic institutions could enhance their support of democratic
participation by the American population as a whole.
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2 Mexican & Chinese Immigrants 
in Two Cities

The 2000 Census revealed that the foreign-born population in the
United States numbered more than 28 million people, about 10 percent
of the total population. Although this is less than the 15 percent ‹gure
registered during the peak waves of European migration in the early twen-
tieth century, it is signi‹cant nonetheless. Today, Asian Americans and
Latinos constitute the nation’s largest immigrant populations. Within
those categories, approximately 2.7 million Chinese Americans reside in
the United States, more than 20 percent of the almost 12 million people
who identi‹ed themselves as Asians; Mexican Americans account for more
than 65 percent of the country’s 33 million Latinos (Barnes and Bennett
2002; Guzman 2001).

Although Asian Americans and Latinos are often described as “new
immigrants,” these groups have occupied an important place in American
history, having had a presence in the United States that matches that of
many fourth-, ‹fth-, or even sixth-generation European Americans. The
earliest Asian settlements in the United States can be traced to the mid-
1700s, when sailors from the Philippines and China arrived on Spanish ships
that were part of the Manila-Acapulco galleon trade. They debarked on
Mexico’s west coast and eventually settled in Louisiana (Okihiro 2001, 21).
In 1870, nearly 9 percent of California’s population was of Chinese origin
(Takaki 1989). The Japanese also had a signi‹cant presence in the United
States by the late 1800s (Lien 2001). Mexicans have been living in the West
and Southwest since the mid-1700s, when that territory was part of Spain’s
empire. In short, Asian Americans and Latinos had already had a long-term
presence in North America at the time the Irish, German, Italian, and other
southern and eastern European immigrants began arriving in great num-
bers. Yet unlike their European counterparts, Asian Americans and Latinos
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have remained marked as racialized minority groups. Race has signi‹cantly
shaped the status of immigrants from Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the
Caribbean in a way that it never did for European immigrants.

The Racialization of Asian Americans & Latinos

The conceptualization of Asian Americans and Latinos as groups was socially
constructed as a result of processes of “racial formation” in the United States
(Omi and Winant 1994).1 Historically, in contrast to European groups,
which gradually came to be widely accepted as white, Asian Americans and
Latinos endured discrimination based on their non-European origins, which
reinforced their minority status as “people of color.” Several historical
events—perhaps most importantly the mass migration of African Americans
from the South to the North—“conspired in the early and mid–twentieth
century to heighten the premium on race as color and to erode the once-
salient ‘differences’ among the white races” (Jacobson 1998, 95). White
identity became more inclusive as Americans of European decent consoli-
dated their position in society vis-à-vis non-European groups (Jacobson
1998). The racial hierarchy that developed as a result of changing de‹nitions
of whiteness is represented by the comments of Lothrop Stoddard in Reforg-
ing of America, published in the late 1920s: “But what is thus true of Euro-
pean immigrants, most of whom belong to some branch of the white racial
group, most emphatically does not apply to nonwhite immigrants, like the
Chinese, Japanese, or Mexicans; neither does it apply to the large resident
Negro element. . . . Here, ethnic differences are so great that ‘assimilation’
in the racial sense is impossible” (quoted in Jacobson 1998, 98).

Scholars who have traced European groups as they evolved from mar-
ginal to full-›edged members of the white majority argue that contesta-
tion over white status and the construction of whiteness are critical ele-
ments for understanding the unequal distribution of social, economic,
legal, and political power in the United States (Haney-Lopez 1996;
Rogers Smith 1997; Jacobson 1998; Lipsitz 1998). To study the political
mobilization of ethnic minority immigrants, we must examine the racial-
ization of those groups.

Latinos and Racialization

Colonialism structured the racialization of Latinos generally and Mexicans
and Puerto Ricans in particular (Horsman 1981). The U.S.-Mexican War
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began in 1846 when President James Polk ordered U.S. military leaders
into the Mexican territory encompassing California, Arizona, and New
Mexico (Acuna 1988). The Americans justi‹ed the taking of these lands
by claiming their racial superiority to the Mexicans, who were depicted as
an impure and morally weak mixture of Caucasians and Native Americans.
Just one example of this widespread perception appears in a 1842 state-
ment by Waddy Thompson, a member of the Whig administration, justi-
fying American expansion by describing Mexicans as “lazy, ignorant, and,
of course, vicious and dishonest” (Horsman 1981, 212).

Following the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, citizenship
and voting rights were granted to Mexicans based on their perceived
whiteness (Perea et al. 2000, 266). Mexicans with dark complexions were
barred from participating in the political system. Juan F. Perea and his
coauthors note that “the meaning of the grant of citizenship in the Treaty
to Mexicans was largely contingent on the Anglo-American perception of
the race of particular Mexicans. Dark-skinned mestizos, the mixed race
Mexicans of Spanish and Indian ancestry so despised by white Anglo-
Americans, were denied citizenship and meaningful political participation”
(2000, 265). Most Mexicans who found themselves on U.S. soil after the
U.S.-Mexican War were not allowed to vote because of their race. Simi-
larly, the question of Puerto Rican citizenship and political representation
turned on race. In 1917, Congress passed the Jones Act, which granted
limited U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans. Debate leading up to the vote
was contentious, with the opposition arguing that Puerto Ricans, like
Mexicans, were of mixed ancestry and thus racially inferior and un‹t for
self-government (Weston 1972, 194–95).

Even after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion that racial segregation was unlawful, Mexican American children in
the Southwest continued to attend segregated schools that were inferior
to Anglo schools in terms of infrastructure and resources. Until the Mexi-
can and Puerto Rican citizens of San Bernardino, California, challenged a
segregation provision in 1944, people of Latino descent were barred from
using one of the city’s public parks. In Texas and other parts of the
Southwest into the 1950s, Mexican Americans suffered overt racial dis-
crimination in the form of separate bathroom facilities and restaurants that
refused to serve Latinos (Perea 1997).

Anti-Latino sentiment was also expressed in the form of nativism and
policies that targeted Latino immigrants or, perhaps more importantly,
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those perceived as immigrants. Mexicans faced mass deportation during
the Great Depression, when hundreds of thousands of people, most U.S.
citizens, were forcibly “repatriated” to Mexico (Haney-Lopez 1996, 38).2

From 1953 to 1955, the U.S. federal government ran a deportation pro-
gram, Operation Wetback, that “repatriated” more than a million people
per year of Mexican origin (Acuna 1996, 113).

The 1965 amendments to the Immigration and Nationality Act liberal-
ized quotas based on nationality, and immigrants from Asia and Latin
America began to enter the country in increasing numbers. This growth in
non-European migration spawned a wave of anti-immigrant sentiment.
Politicians capitalized on the anxiety of the native-born by proposing leg-
islation hostile to migration from Latin America, especially Mexico and
Central America. In 1976, a member of Congress from Pennsylvania
introduced a bill that would reduce legal Mexican immigration from forty
thousand to twenty thousand annually. The measure also permitted the
deportation of the U.S.-born children of immigrants who were in the
United States without legal documents. The 1980s saw the appearance of
English-only laws and anti-bilingual-education efforts sponsored by U.S.
nativists (Acuna 1996, 115).

By the early 1990s, anti-immigrant sentiment had reached a fever pitch,
with politicians in California spearheading policies to discourage immigra-
tion. The state’s Republican governor, Pete Wilson, emerged as a key pro-
ponent of anti-immigrant legislation, even calling for the issuance of iden-
tity cards to distinguish legal and illegal immigrants. In 1994, sponsors of
Proposition 187, the Save Our State initiative, collected enough signa-
tures to place it on the California ballot. The initiative restricted the social
services and nonemergency health care available to undocumented immi-
grants and denied their children access to public education. Proposition
187 also opened the doors to racial pro‹ling by obliging public agencies
to report suspected illegal immigrants to state and federal authorities. The
measure passed by a vote of 59 percent to 41 percent, although opponents
immediately challenged its constitutionality and the U.S. district court
issued a temporary restraining order. Although the measure was declared
unconstitutional in 1998, support for Proposition 187 provided the impe-
tus for the U.S. Congress to pass the 1996 Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, which limited legal immigrants’
ability to qualify for means-tested federal bene‹t programs.

The politics around Proposition 187 illustrate the racialized nature of
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the immigration debate. Exit polls showed that 77 percent of Latinos
opposed the measure, as did 53 percent each of Asian American and black
voters; conversely, 63 percent of white voters supported it (Tolbert and
Hero 1996). In his bid for reelection, Wilson reasserted his support for
restricting immigration. A Wilson campaign commercial that showed
brown-skinned men crossing a border fence at night seemed to suggest
that the supposedly race-neutral anti-immigrant legislation actually tar-
geted Latinos. The shifting racial makeup of contemporary migration
appears to have been the impetus behind the California voter initiative and
other anti-immigrant legislation (Valenzuela 1995).

Asian Americans and Racialization

Nativist sentiment in the United States has also reinforced the racialization
of Asian Americans. One of the predominant stereotypes of Asian Ameri-
cans is their characterization as a “perpetually foreign race” (R. Lee 1999;
Perea et al. 2000; Wu 2002). Whether recent immigrant or ‹fth-genera-
tion American, Asian Americans are often assumed to be foreigners in the
United States. In many people’s minds, Asians are aliens in America (R.
Lee 1999, ix).

Prior to 1965, U.S. law barred many Chinese, Japanese, South Asian,
and Filipino immigrants from entering the United States. Chinese immi-
grants had begun to immigrate as laborers in 1849 and 1850 but quickly
encountered racial hostility, especially in California, where many had
sought work in the gold mines (Takaki 1989). In the 1870s, the anti-Chi-
nese movement gained momentum as organizations formed in California
to urge employers not to hire Chinese labor and to encourage boycotts of
Chinese merchants (Perea et al. 2000, 375). White labor groups justi‹ed
the movement’s goals by painting Chinese workers as racially un‹t for the
American workforce, uncivilized, and even animal-like: “he is a slave,
reduced to the lowest terms of beggarly economy, and is no ‹t competitor
for an American freeman. . . . [H]e herds in scores, in small dens, where a
white man and wife could hardly breathe, and has none of the wants of a
civilized white man” (broadside printed in the Marin Journal, 1876,
quoted in R. Lee 1999, 62). Even Irish immigrants, struggling for accep-
tance on the East Coast, joined San Francisco’s Order of Caucasians for
the Extermination of the Chinaman (Jacobson 1998). In 1882, Congress
passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which relied on racial arguments to cur-
tail Chinese immigration (Chan 1991a, b; Takaki 1993; Haney-Lopez
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1996; Rogers Smith 1997), and in 1917, Congress further restricted
immigration by creating the racialized “Asiatic barred zone,” which
excluded all immigrants from Asia. Around the same time, some represen-
tatives also attempted to pass a bill banning immigration for “all members
of the African or black race” (Haney-Lopez 1996, 38).

Asian Americans were also barred from citizenship based on racial sta-
tus. In 1922, Japanese-born Takao Ozawa sought to become a U.S. citi-
zen. His request was denied when the Supreme Court argued that he was
ineligible to become a citizen because naturalization was only permitted
for “free white persons and aliens of African nativity and persons of African
descent” (Perea et al. 2000, 405). This ruling not only reinforced the
notion that Asian Americans were racially unquali‹ed to become full-
›edged American citizens but also helped to construct a de‹nition of
whiteness (Ngai 1999).

In the wake of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and continuing
throughout World War II, the use of negative racial images and stereo-
types set Japanese Americans apart, and their portrayal in movies and else-
where as villains and members of a “perpetually foreign” group was used
to justify their mistreatment. The U.S. government initiated the removal
of Japanese Americans to internment camps based on the unfounded
assumption that they were potential spies and saboteurs. Leslie Hatamiya
notes that “throughout the course of the entire war, not one episode of
espionage or sabotage is known to have been committed by a Japanese
American, citizen or alien. On the other hand, a number of people who
were not of Japanese ancestry—many of whom were Germans or of Ger-
man descent—were charged and convicted of espionage or sabotage for
Japan” (1993, 12). Yet among all groups in the United States, only the
Japanese Americans were forcibly removed from their homes and sent to
internment camps during World War II.

The legacy of past exclusion and stereotyping continues to shape the
racialization of Asian Americans today. Robert Lee points out that “well
after the legal status of alien has been shed, no matter what their citizen-
ship, how long they may have resided in the United States or how assimi-
lated they are, the ‘common understanding’ that Asians are an alien pres-
ence in America is still the prevailing assumption in American culture”
(1999, 164). Thus, in 1996, when the Democratic National Committee
was accused of accepting illegal campaign donations from foreigners, the
committee’s ‹rst response was to contact all Asian Paci‹c American
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donors with “foreign sounding” surnames to ask them to prove their citi-
zenship or legal status in the United States (Nakanishi 1999a, 34).

In 1999, Asian American community groups, elected of‹cials, and oth-
ers charged the U.S. government with racial pro‹ling because of American
of‹cials’ treatment of Dr. Wen Ho Lee, a Taiwanese-born naturalized
U.S. citizen accused of sharing nuclear secrets with the Chinese govern-
ment. During his pretrial imprisonment, Lee’s arms and legs were shack-
led and he was forced to speak only English, even to his family members.
Given the lack of evidence that he had mishandled classi‹ed information,
civil rights and community leaders charged that this treatment was exces-
sive. Echoing the concern expressed by many Asian Americans that Lee
had been the target of racial pro‹ling, the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS) issued a statement to Attorney General
Janet Reno: “Our purpose is to inquire into the reasons for the extraordi-
narily restrictive conditions to which Dr. Lee has been subjected. Our dis-
quiet with the government’s treatment of Dr. Lee does not extend to the
issue of his guilt or innocence, which will be decided by our courts. . . .
Our concern stems from the possibility that Dr. Lee is being maltreated
and may have been the target of special scrutiny because of his ethnic
background” (letter from Irving Leach, Chair, AAAS Committee on Sci-
enti‹c Freedom and Responsibility to Reno February 2000 [American
Association for the Advancement of Science 2000]). Lee was ultimately
found guilty of only one minor count of illegally retaining national defense
information, while ‹fty-eight other counts, most of which carried life sen-
tences, were dismissed.

Europeans and Racialization

Popular history often glosses over the racialization of European immi-
grants, especially non-Anglo-Saxons, assuming that after arriving on
North American shores, they were immediately accepted as part of the
white majority. However, historical attention to the discrimination faced
by members of what were widely accepted as distinct white races, includ-
ing the “Celts,” “Hebrews,” and “Teutons” as well as other European
groups, suggests otherwise (Jacobson 1998).3 Recent scholarship
(Ignatiev 1995; Jacobson 1998) underscores the persecution and rampant
stereotyping of certain European immigrant groups, including the Irish,
Jews, Germans, and Italians. Thus, one might argue that both earlier
waves of European immigrants, especially those from eastern and southern
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Europe, and contemporary waves of Latino and Asian American immi-
grants have entered the United States as members of racial minority
groups. However, even though the whiteness of many European immi-
grants was contested in popular and political discussion, the racial discrim-
ination that those groups faced differed in fundamental ways from that of
contemporary, non-European immigrant groups.

Those European immigrants who were confronted with widespread
hostility never faced the kind of legal racial restrictions on naturalization—
on becoming full-›edged American citizens—experienced by non-Euro-
pean groups. Historically, U.S. immigration laws reinforced a distinction
between European immigrants in general and groups from other parts of
the world. In 1790, Congress restricted citizenship to “free white per-
sons,” and immigrants from non-European countries were barred from
naturalization because they were deemed “not white.” Throughout the
early and mid–twentieth century, while racial distinctions between the
Anglo-Saxon whites and Jews, Irish, Germans, Italians, and other Euro-
pean groups were being eradicated, the “nonwhite” status of Japanese,
Chinese, Filipinos, and Latinos was being reinforced by U.S. naturaliza-
tion and immigration laws. Asians suffered the effects of the Chinese
Exclusion Acts of the 1880s and 1890s and the Asiatic barred zone. Dur-
ing the 1930s, “racialist dogma” fueled the expulsion of hundreds of
thousands of Mexican Americans, including, as mentioned earlier, U.S.
citizens (Chinea 1996, 11). European immigrants never faced deportation
on such a scale. When racial restrictions on naturalization were ‹nally
abolished in 1952, it was a moot issue for Irish, Jewish, Italian, Greek, and
other European immigrants because U.S. naturalization laws had never
classi‹ed them as nonwhite (see Guglielmo 2003).

Asian Americans & Latinos: Shared Experiences & Internal Distinctions

In addition to their historical and contemporary construction as racialized
minority groups, Asian Americans and Latinos also share other experi-
ences. Both have been subjected to racial “lumping,” whereby many
Americans and U.S. public policies fail to acknowledge the distinct ethnic
groups within the categories “Asian,” “Asian American,” “Latino,” and
“Hispanic” (Espiritu 1992; Omi and Winant 1994; Oboler 1995; Skerry
1997). Size of the immigrant population is one of the most prominent
traits the two major groups share. Today, more than half the U.S. foreign-
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born population comes from Latin America. Mexicans make up the largest
subgroup, followed by Cubans, Dominicans, and Salvadorans. More than
one-quarter of the foreign-born population comes from Asia, with Chi-
nese, Filipinos, Indians, Vietnamese, and Koreans being the largest sub-
groups. Thus, 75 percent of today’s foreign-born population comes from
Latin America or Asia, whereas fewer than 20 percent are from Europe, a
vast decrease from the 60 percent ‹gure registered in the 1970s (Schmid-
ley 2001).

Because both the Asian American and Latino groups consist of a large
proportion of people born outside the United States, many Asian Ameri-
cans and Latinos face similar adaptation issues in terms of learning English
and acquiring citizenship. A 2002 survey found that 74 percent of foreign-
born Latinos were Spanish-language dominant, compared to only 4 per-
cent of U.S.-born Latinos (Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Family Founda-
tion 2002). The 2000 Census reported that of Asian Americans ‹ve years
of age and over, 79 percent spoke a language other than English at home
(Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004). Further, both groups exhibit a relatively
high level of noncitizenship. In 2000, one out of four foreign-born Lati-
nos (Therrien and Ramirez 2001) and about one out of every two foreign-
born Asian Americans had acquired citizenship (U.S. Census Bureau
2002). Shared experiences with immigration and issues of adaptation may
provide a basis for coalition building between the two groups (see chap. 5;
Erie and Brackman 1998).

A ‹nal point of comparison is the geographic concentration of these
groups in a few major U.S. cities. Most Latinos reside in the New York,
Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, and San Antonio metropolitan areas.
Similarly, New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Honolulu, and Chicago
are home to most Asian Americans. Although the number of Latinos and
Asian Americans in midwestern and southern metropolitan areas is grow-
ing rapidly, most are still concentrated in immigrant gateway cities on the
West and East Coasts (Jones-Correa 2001).

These two panethnic groups clearly share many traits. However, both
are also characterized by tremendous internal diversity along nonethnic
dimensions, including class, nationality, religion, language, sexuality,
number of generations residing in the United States, citizenship status,
region of origin, gender, and political ideology. At times, both Latino and
Asian American activists, attempting to construct meaningful communi-
ties across internal cleavages, have struggled with issues spawned by this
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tremendous internal diversity (Espiritu 1992; Trueba 1999; Lien 2001;
Suárez-Orozco and Paez 2002). Activists have also had to contend with
internal group hierarchies based on ethnicity, racialization, class, immi-
grant generation, gender, and sexuality (see Glenn 1985; Romero 1992;
Shah 1994, 1997; Alarcón 1998; Padilla 1998; Sawyer, Peña, and Sidanius
2004).

In summary, both panethnic groups are racialized minorities that main-
stream society subjects to racial lumping. Asian Americans and Latinos are
notable for the large and growing size of the groups, which include high
proportions of immigrants and in particular large numbers who have yet to
naturalize in the United States. However, this set of general similarities is
crosscut with extensive internal diversity, which creates a complex weaving
that is dif‹cult to disentangle as we try to tease out the processes of polit-
ical mobilization as they are experienced by the members of these groups.

To further our exploration, it helps to look at two important subsets
within the panethnic groups, Chinese and Mexicans—speci‹cally, Chinese
and Mexican immigrants in two of the country’s largest gateway cities,
New York and Los Angeles. Examining two different ethnic groups is crit-
ical because without comparing groups, it is dif‹cult to separate those fac-
tors relevant to immigrant political mobilization that are unique to a par-
ticular group from those factors that are important for immigrants more
generally. Because geographic context is likely to affect political mobiliza-
tion, it is helpful to focus on two cities. This makes it possible to detect
how geographic context in›uences political mobilization within a single
ethnic group.

Community Profiles of Chinese Immigrants in New York & Los Angeles

A comparison between the Chinese communities in New York and Los
Angeles highlights internal differences within the larger Chinese commu-
nity that shape their political mobilization in the United States. Although
a signi‹cant Chinese presence has historically existed in both cities, the
communities are distinct and have evolved differently. For example, the
traditional urban enclave (Chinatown in Manhattan) is central to Chinese
immigrant life in New York City and continues to play a vital role in the
community. Even Chinese immigrants who live outside of Manhattan, in
newer Chinese American areas of settlement such as Flushing, Queens,
and Sunset Park, Brooklyn, remain tied to Chinatown via a quick subway
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ride or private van services. In contrast, Los Angeles’s Chinatown has
struggled to retain businesses and foot traf‹c. The Chinese communities
in New York and Los Angeles are characterized by unique class dynamics.
Further, longtime Chinese residents in both cities encounter distinct
groups of new Chinese immigrants: in New York, many new immigrants
are from the province of Fujian, located on China’s southeastern coast; in
Los Angeles, many new immigrants are from Taiwan.

Chinese Immigrants in New York City

By the mid-1850s, Chinese immigrants began to establish a signi‹cant
presence in Hawaii and California. In 1852, twenty thousand Chinese
arrived in the United States through San Francisco, headed eventually to
the Sierra Nevada mountains to mine gold. Between 1867 and 1870, forty
thousand more Chinese arrived, intent on working on the country’s ‹rst
transcontinental railroad (Chan 1991a, 28). Growth of the Chinese pop-
ulation in the United States slowed dramatically with the passage of the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and did not begin to grow substantially
again until the mid–twentieth century (Chan 1991a; Haney-Lopez 1996;
Rogers Smith 1997). Historians attribute the decline in the U.S. Chinese
population to the impediments Chinese immigrants faced in developing
family relationships and creating sustainable communities as well as to the
exclusion laws (Takaki 1989; Chan 1991b; Zhou 1992). Most Chinese
laborers who came to the United States before the passage of the Exclu-
sion Act were men (the ratio of Chinese men to women in 1890 was
twenty-seven to one), and since most states had instituted miscegenation
laws prohibiting Chinese individuals from marrying anyone except other
Chinese, many of these immigrants ended up living in bachelor societies in
Chinatowns (Kwong 1996, 14).

Chinese immigrants had begun to arrive in signi‹cant numbers in New
York during the 1880s. In 1870, the city’s Chinese population numbered
about 300 but twenty years later had risen to more than 2,500 (B. Wong
1982; see also Wang 2001). Largely as a result of illegal migration, the
number of Chinese in New York City continued to grow slowly from
1900 until the 1940s (Kwong 1996). The U.S. alliance with China during
World War II led to the 1943 repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act; how-
ever, immigration laws passed in 1924 permitted the immigration of only
108 people per year of Chinese origin, and immigration from that country
did not increase signi‹cantly until the discriminatory quotas were lifted in
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the mid-1960s (Kwong 1996). Thereafter, the Chinese population rose at
a steady rate, and between 1965 and 1990, approximately two hundred
thousand Chinese settled in New York City (H. Chen 1992).

Manhattan’s Chinatown, a dense urban space with many shops and res-
idences, remains the nation’s largest Chinese American settlement (J. Lin
1998) as well as one of the city’s most homogenous Chinese neighbor-
hoods. In 1940, its population was 11,000; by 1985, it had exceeded
100,000 (Kwong 1996; New York City Department of Planning 2001a).
In 2000, the population in the Lower East Side/Chinatown Community
District neared 165,000, with Asian Americans, primarily Chinese, making
up the district’s largest ethnic group (36 percent) (New York City Depart-
ment of Planning 2001a).4

The socioeconomic status of New York’s Chinese population mirrors
U.S. immigration policies that favor family reuni‹cation and professionally
trained individuals. Peter Kwong (1996) describes the effects of the pref-
erences on the post-1965 Chinese American population:

[Professionals and reuni‹ed families] foster two very different types of
Chinese immigrants. Those who arrive with professional skills are better
able to integrate into the American society and do not settle in China-
towns. They are the Uptown Chinese. While the 1965 Immigration Act
favors professionals, 74 percent of the quota is actually reserved for the
relatives of American citizens. Since most citizens of Chinese descent
were traditionally of humble origin, mainly from the rural areas of
southern China, their relatives are likely to have similar backgrounds.
Immigrants in this category tend to settle in Chinatowns with their
sponsoring relatives. They comprise the Downtown Chinese. (22)

Kwong’s study suggests that many Chinese immigrants settle in Manhat-
tan’s Chinatown because they easily ‹nd jobs there, even when their occu-
pational or English skills are low. Compared to many other immigrants in
New York City, immigrants from China are more likely to come from
poor, rural, and working-class origins. Chinatown’s unemployment rate is
minimal, although a large number of workers are concentrated in indus-
tries that pay less than minimum wage. Rent-control provisions mean that
Chinatown’s rents are generally lower than those in other parts of Man-
hattan, but about 80 percent of the area’s inhabitants live in privately
owned tenement housing, which is often deteriorating and not up to code
(J. Lin 1998).
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Chinatown is dominated by traditional industries, such as garment man-
ufacturing and retail (including restaurants), but there has been a recent
and signi‹cant trend toward ‹nance, insurance, real estate, and high-wage
professional service occupations (J. Lin 1998). Kwong (1996) reports that
the community’s 450 restaurants employ approximately 15,000 workers
and that the approximately 500 garment factories employ about 20,000
workers. Local senior-citizen centers, English-language schools, and hos-
pitals employ Chinese-speaking residents. In addition, some residents in
Chinatown are small-business owners who operate gift shops aimed at
tourists or businesses related to the restaurant or garment business, such as
restaurant supply stores. As Chinatown’s immigrant population has
grown, businesses that serve immigrants have also appeared.

Before the 1970s, immigrants to Chinatown came from the southeast
coast of China, including Guangzhou (Canton), as well as from Kwang-
tung and Hong Kong (Kwong 1996; Wang 2001). Many of the migrants
who came to New York around the early 1900s were from Toishan, a rural
area south of Guangzhou (Sung 1967). Until recently, Cantonese-speak-
ing Chinese immigrants, including ethnic Chinese from Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia as well as mainland China, settled in Manhattan’s China-
town. Since 1990, however, the population has begun to shift as an
increasing number of immigrants arrive from Fujian Province, and by the
early part of that decade, about ‹fty thousand people from Fujian lived in
New York City, many in Chinatown (Frankel 1993). The exploitation of
Fujianese immigrants by unscrupulous members of human smuggling
rings received attention in 1993, when a ship, the Golden Venture, ran
aground in Rockaway Beach, Queens. Many of the three hundred passen-
gers aboard were undocumented Fujianese immigrants who had paid up
to thirty thousand dollars for passage. By 2002, Fujianese immigrants
reported paying as much as sixty thousand dollars (Guest 2003).

The Chinatown community has become characterized by increasing
diversity along class, regional, and linguistic lines (J. Lin 1998). Tensions
between Fujianese residents and other Chinese immigrants illustrate how
such diversity shapes the neighborhoods. Many Fujianese arrive in New
York with few economic resources and are channeled into the lowest-pay-
ing sectors of the Chinatown job market. More established Chinese resi-
dents in the neighborhood hold negative stereotypes regarding Fujianese
immigrants, accusing them of drug traf‹cking, gang membership, and
crime (Lii 1994a). The longtime residents also accuse the Fujianese of tak-
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ing over parts of Chinatown, especially along East Broadway, where they
have established restaurants, businesses, and Fujianese-serving social ser-
vice agencies and advocacy organizations (Lii 1994b). Political divisions
also exacerbate the uneasy relationship between older and newer Chinese
immigrants. Many Cantonese immigrants tend to support the Taiwanese
nationalist movement, whereas Fujianese immigrants are often sympa-
thetic to the mainland communist government (Lii 1994b).

Organization leaders express uncertainty about how the diversity will
affect the community’s future development: said one, “In my day, we had
Toishanese and Toishanese, and now we have everybody. Nowadays, the
faces are all different. I mean we have northern faces, and the food. It’s
wonderful. An amazing explosion. And we have Fukianese [Fujianese]
with their associations. There are going to be a lot of differences, and I
don’t know if that will be better or worse, because it may end up splitting
us, which is even worse.”

Although Chinatown remains a major settlement area for Chinese
immigrants, many also settle in other parts of New York City, such as the
multicultural Flushing and Elmhurst-Corona neighborhoods in Queens
and Sunset Park in Brooklyn. Recent immigrants from Hong Kong and
Taiwan (about 17 percent of all Chinese immigrants to New York) are
attracted to other areas because they consider Chinatown to be over-
crowded and do not speak its dominant dialects, Cantonese and Toi-
shanese (H. Chen 1992; Hum and Zonta 2000, 214). Neighborhoods
outside of Chinatown tend to be more diverse and less commercial, and
their Chinese residents tend to rank slightly higher socioeconomically than
Chinatown’s residents (Hum and Zonta 2000).

In Flushing, for example, students who could not afford Manhattan’s
high rents were among the ‹rst Chinese immigrants to settle there (H.
Chen 1992). Today, it is characterized by Chinese businesses, including
grocery stores, restaurants, garment factories, health clinics, banks, book-
stores, and the of‹ces of major Chinese-language newspapers (H. Chen
1992). By the late 1990s, more than 55 percent of Flushing’s eighty thou-
sand residents were Asian American, with most coming from northern
China and Taiwan (J. Kim 2002, 155). Mandarin is the community’s
dominant language (Deutsch 1994, 1).

Roger Sanjek, author of a major study on Elmhurst-Corona (1998),
another important Chinese community in Queens, notes that more Chi-
nese live there than in Flushing, although the media often touts Flushing
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as the city’s “second Chinatown.” His research reveals that as early as the
1960s, large numbers of Taiwanese immigrants were settling in Elmhurst.
In a 1999 interview with a New York City newspaper, Sanjek emphasized
the racial and ethnic diversity found in Flushing and Elmhurst-Corona in
contrast to Manhattan: “There is no street in Queens that is 100 percent
Chinese” (Ruiz 1999, 3). Chinese immigrants who reside in Queens are
likely to live in integrated neighborhoods, perhaps with immigrants from
Korea, Latin America, or the Caribbean (Sanjek 1998).

The press also often labels Brooklyn’s Sunset Park a “new Chinatown.”
However, like its counterparts in Queens, Sunset Park is actually multi-
ethnic rather than exclusively or even majority Chinese American. Chinese
speakers in New York often refer to the Sunset Park community as Bat Dai
Do, or Eighth Avenue, where much of the Chinese commercial strip is
located. Since the opening of a single Chinese grocery store on that street
in the 1980s, thousands of Chinese immigrant families have moved into
homes between Fifth Avenue and Eighth Avenue and along the side
streets from Fiftieth Street to Sixty-second Street. However, just blocks
away, along Sixth and Seventh Avenues, the shops are no longer mostly
Chinese but an ethnic mix, including many that sell groceries and products
from Central and South America (Ruiz 1999).

Over the past twenty-‹ve years, Sunset Park has experienced rapid
demographic change. In 1980, the neighborhood was mostly Scandina-
vian. Today, it is one of the largest Chinese immigrant neighborhoods in
New York City. In fact, Brooklyn’s Chinese population grew almost 300
percent during the 1980s, and Sunset Park was one of the most popular
destinations for newcomers (Ruiz 1999). By 2000, the census recorded
approximately thirty thousand Asian American residents in Sunset Park,
the vast majority of them Chinese (Brooklyn AIDS Task Force 2003).
However, most scholars and activists in the Brooklyn community argue
that the number is higher than sixty thousand (Mustain 1997). Many of
those who live in Sunset Park are Cantonese speakers from Hong Kong,
but Mandarin or Fujianese speakers live there as well.

Ethnic change has sparked some resentment among longtime residents.
For example, one man complained to a local newspaper that the Chinese
immigrants in his neighborhood do not frequent his pizzeria: “I don’t
mean this in a racist way, but it’s just a fact we’ve become a Chinatown,
which I resent. In this country, we are supposed to assimilate, but they
don’t. We are supposed to be a melting pot, but they aren’t in it” (Mus-
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tain 1997, 34). Despite that sentiment, it is important to note that Sunset
Park is not a Chinatown in the traditional sense. Asked to speak about an
exhibit focused on Sunset Park, Cynthia Lee, an associate with the
Museum of Chinese in the Americas, said, “People look at the growth of
the community in Sunset Park, and think it is another Chinatown. . . . Yet,
it is different. It never was as self-contained as Chinatown, for instance.
One of the reasons is that Sunset Park still is a destination for immigrants
of many nationalities” (Ruiz 1999, 3).

Chinese Immigrants in Los Angeles

When downtown Los Angeles’s original Chinatown was demolished in
the 1930s to make way for Union Station, Chinese merchants and Anglo
activists lobbied for the development of “New Chinatown.” It was built
between North Hill Street and North Broadway, its architecture a combi-
nation of Hollywood kitsch and modern, 1930s design: “While the archi-
tecture of New Chinatown might invite criticism for being a stereotype of
authentic Chinese architecture, the cluster of pseudo-Chinese stores and
restaurants gave the 1940s community some ethnic identity where none
had existed. The result was the nation’s ‹rst planned Chinatown. At the
time, the architecture was described as not an exact representation of
native Chinese buildings, but as ‘Chinese-American,’ a blend of Chinese
elements and modern buildings” (Heimann 1998, 1). The development
was intended to attract tourists as well as to provide a residential and
shared community environment for Chinese Americans in Los Angeles.

Until the 1960s, Chinatown remained the center of Chinese cultural
and traditional life in southern California. Originally, mostly Toishanese
immigrants lived and worked in Chinatown, and the main dialects were
Cantonese and Toishanese. Following reforms in immigration law in 1965
and the Vietnam War, a large wave of ethnic Chinese from Southeast Asia
began to settle in Chinatown. By 1990, twenty-‹ve thousand people lived
there, and U.S. Census reports indicated that 43.5 percent identi‹ed
themselves as Chinese and 11 percent as Southeast Asian. Many of those
who identi‹ed themselves as Chinese, however, were not born in China
but were ethnic Chinese born in Laos, Cambodia, or Vietnam. Kevin Ng,
who was born in Cambodia and now lives in Chinatown, explained to a
reporter, “In 1975, we were looked down upon as refugees. But after a
few years, the business community started to develop and the older Tois-
han couldn’t compete” (Torres 1996, 1).
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In 1970, there were about 22,000 immigrants from China, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong in the Los Angeles metropolitan region. By 2000, the num-
ber of immigrants from China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong in the region had
grown to more than 200,000 (Sabagh and Bozorgmehr 2003, 107). This
in›ux of new immigrants led to the development of new concentrations of
Chinese Americans outside the central city. Today, the San Gabriel Valley,
a suburban swath in Los Angeles County that includes the cities of Mon-
terey Park, San Gabriel, Rosemead, Alhambra, Hacienda Heights, and
Rowland Heights, is a major focal point of Chinese American life in Los
Angeles. Some cities in the San Gabriel Valley have experienced dramatic
changes. Notably, while Monterey Park’s total population grew from
54,000 in 1980 to 61,000 in 1990, the Asian American portion of the
population grew from 34 percent to 58 percent, an 85 percent increase
(Asian Paci‹c American Legal Center 1998; Harney 1992). The Chinese
American population alone accounted for 41 percent of Monterey Park’s
residents in 2000 (Zhou and Kim 2003, 129).

During the late 1960s and 1970s, Chinese began moving out of down-
town Chinatown and, concurrent with national suburbanization trends,
began to settle in the San Gabriel Valley. This settlement pattern was fur-
ther reinforced when immigrants from Asia began arriving in large num-
bers in Monterey Park after a real estate agent began to advertise homes in
the area in Taiwanese and Hong Kong newspapers in the 1970s (Harney
1992; Saito 1998). Thus, not only was secondary migration occurring as
residents moved from Chinatown to suburban Chinese communities, but
new immigrants began to move directly to the suburbs, bypassing China-
town and the central cities of Los Angeles County (Li 1999; Zhou and
Kim 2003).

The post-1965 Chinese immigrant settlers in suburban enclave com-
munities are notably diverse in both national origin and class background.
In his 1995 study of Monterey Park, John Horton reports that 38 percent
of the community’s immigrants were born in mainland China, 24 percent
in Vietnam, 11 percent in Hong Kong, 7 percent in other Southeast Asian
nations, and the remainder in Latin America and other countries (22–23).
Although many Chinese immigrants were born on the mainland, a large
number immigrated from Hong Kong and Taiwan after leaving the main-
land during the communist revolution. More than one-third of Chinese
immigrants to Los Angeles identify themselves as Taiwanese (Hum and
Zonta 2000, 214; Zhou and Kim 2003).
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In terms of class, the Chinese population in the San Gabriel Valley is
bifurcated along income and educational lines. This re›ects the twin
prongs created by the “professionally trained” and “family reuni‹cation”
preference categories in post-1965 U.S. immigration policy. Because
many of the original immigrants from China were from poor rural back-
grounds, their relatives who arrive as part of the family reuni‹cation pro-
gram and settle in the San Gabriel Valley are likely to come from similar
circumstances. Nevertheless, a growing number of immigrants are profes-
sionals (Zhou and Kim 2003). Los Angeles and in particular the San
Gabriel Valley are the primary destination for immigrants with profes-
sional and managerial backgrounds from Taiwan and Hong Kong (Hum
and Zonta 2000). Therefore, it is not surprising that studies ‹nd both
“high education and income and high levels of poverty” among the Chi-
nese population in the San Gabriel Valley (Horton 1995, 25). Min Zhou
and Rebecca Kim (2003, 142) report that Chinese immigrants as a group
tend to exhibit higher levels of education than Los Angeles County’s pop-
ulation.

Researchers and residents have described Monterey Park and other San
Gabriel communities as “suburban Chinatowns” (Arax 1987; Harney
1992; Fong 1994). Like Chinatown, these communities are characterized
by Chinese-owned stores and restaurants selling Chinese products and
advertising in Chinese. One Chinese American who owns a real estate
agency in Monterey Park told a reporter, “You might say that Monterey
Park is a second Chinatown, a Chinatown in the suburbs. A lot of busi-
nesses that began there—including ours—now have branches here. If peo-
ple can buy whatever they need here, why go to Chinatown?” (Harney
1992, 8). Chinese speakers and Chinese-language signs abound, so that
speaking English is often unnecessary. Wei Li, a scholar studying the Los
Angeles Chinese community, asked one woman who moved to Monterey
Park in the 1980s why Chinese people chose to settle there: “Because of
living here we feel just like home. There are so many Chinese people and
Chinese stores, restaurants, banks, newspapers, radios and TV, almost
everything you need. . . . Those [Chinese] born in the U.S. do not care
whether to live close to Chinese or not. But we do care as new immigrants
with poor English or no English skill at all” (1999, 14).

However, like the Chinese communities in Flushing and other New
York suburbs, cities in the San Gabriel Valley are not as ethnically or
racially homogenous as traditional downtown Chinatowns. As Li notes,
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“the ethnic concentration in the San Gabriel Valley is not just another
Chinatown, but is, instead, different from previously identi‹ed ethnic set-
tlements” (1999, 2). Although Monterey Park’s population is mostly
Asian American, especially Chinese American, it is also clearly multiracial
and multiethnic. According to Leland Saito (1998), in 1990 Latinos made
up 30 percent of the area’s population and whites about 12 percent. Chi-
nese were the largest Asian American group in the area during the 1990s,
but Japanese (17 percent) and Vietnamese (8 percent) also made up a
large proportion of Monterey Park’s Asian community.

Comparison between Chinese Immigrants in New York and Los Angeles

The demographic and social differences in the Chinese American popula-
tions in New York and Los Angeles shape their political participation. The
Los Angeles community is more diverse economically and occupationally
than is its counterpart in New York (Waldinger and Tseng 1992; Hum
and Zonta 2000). On average, though, the Chinese population in Los
Angeles is better off in terms of education, income, and occupational sta-
tus than the Chinese population in New York (Zhou and Kim 2003, 128).
In 1990, most immigrants from Taiwan (42 percent of whom entered
under the “professionally trained” preference category) had Los Angeles
as their destination. In contrast, New York was the most popular destina-
tion for immigrants from the People’s Republic of China (Waldinger and
Tseng 1992; Hum and Zonta 2000; Zhou and Kim 2003). Of those from
mainland China entering the United States in 1990, more than 80 percent
did under family reuni‹cation provisions, and 60 percent were from work-
ing-class backgrounds (compared to only 15 percent of those from Tai-
wan) (Waldinger and Tseng 1992). Class differences in the Chinese
migration ›ows to New York and Los Angeles have led to differential eco-
nomic development in the two cities’ Chinese communities (Waldinger
and Tseng 1992; Saito 1998). In Los Angeles, many Chinese-owned busi-
nesses provide services aimed at professional clients, such as real estate,
technology, and ‹nancial services, whereas in New York, restaurants and
garment factories dominate the Chinese ethnic economy (Waldinger and
Tseng 1992).

A continuous ›ow of new migrants has important implications for polit-
ical organizing in the Chinese community. More migrants increase the
community’s overall demographic power, but the political mobilization of
newcomers—who may not speak English, be familiar with the political sys-
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tem, or be naturalized—also requires more resources than does incorpo-
rating the native-born. Another factor that is likely to shape the evolution
of immigrant political involvement is internal ethnic diversity within the
larger Chinese community. For example, a desire to understand his iden-
tity within an increasingly heterogeneous Chinese community led one
immigrant to become involved in an ethnic organization that is active
around both Taiwanese culture and Asian American issues:

There was a time [when] I started to think about things and I realized
that I had not socialized with people or talked to people that I have a tie
to from my ancestry. People asked me, “Are you Chinese?” And I’d say,
“Yeah, I’m Chinese.” And “Where are you from?” “I’m from Taiwan.”
And then they’d ask questions about what it means to be a Chinese per-
son from Taiwan and Taiwanese and what the difference is. Apparently,
there is a political debate. And I had a hard time, really, trying to com-
municate what it means to be Taiwanese, making sense of who I am. So
I ‹gured I wanted to do something like volunteer just to get myself back
in learning about what the perception of the public is about being Tai-
wanese and Chinese as well. And this can be re›ected through interact-
ing with people, who have this experience with this every day. I mean, I
can tell my personal story, but [it is] never the same as when you hear
from another person who kind of has the same background. So that’s
why I decided to join.

Residential mobility patterns also may pose a challenge to political orga-
nizing in the community. Chinese immigrants in New York City are more
likely to move to surrounding suburbs than are those in Los Angeles. New
York’s Chinese immigrants in both the suburbs and the central cities gen-
erally live in areas with a relatively high density of Chinese residents (Fang
and Brown 1999). The greater city-to-suburbia mobility of New York’s
Chinese is attributed to the ethnic job market for Chinese immigrants in
New York, where competition for entry-level jobs for those without En-
glish-language ›uency can be very high (Fang and Brown 1999). One
Chinese American activist in New York suggested that Chinese settlement
dynamics in New York City make political organizing particularly hard:
“The dif‹culty for our community, the Manhattan Chinatown commu-
nity, is that they turn over. After they stay [in Chinatown] a while, then
they move out. They get enough money to go to Queens, and they go
straight to Queens. So we have a lot of transients.”
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Political experiences in the countries of origin also affect immigrants’
political involvement in the United States. One Chinese American leader
attributed Chinese immigrants’ reluctance to af‹liate with a U.S. political
party to suspicions of political involvement developed in mainland China:
“When we do [voter] registration, unfortunately we have a very high num-
ber of people who do not register for parties. Dif‹cult. And some of it is
because they had had the Communist Party before. And if you joined, you
had obligations. They’re not sure what the obligations are. But also, there’s
just a suspicion.” Similarly, a Chinese immigrant claimed that because the
political system in China is not a democracy, recent Chinese immigrants to
the United States might not understand the U.S. system. Lack of familiar-
ity with a more democratic system might prevent some Chinese immigrants
from taking part in such activities as voting: “New immigrants come from
places that are not a democracy. People are not used to one man, one vote.
. . . There is no tradition of an open vote. People are not used to it. The
U.S. system is complicated, and people are put off by that complication.”

Despite their growing numbers, Chinese Americans have been slow to
achieve elected representation in both Los Angeles and New York. How-
ever, there is a longer history of electing Chinese Americans to local and
state of‹ces from the Los Angeles region compared to the New York
region. Elected in 1985, Michael Woo became the ‹rst Chinese American
to serve on the Los Angeles City Council. He remained in that of‹ce until
1993, when he lost a bid for mayor of Los Angeles to Richard Riordan.
Several Chinese Americans have been elected to the Monterey Park City
Council (which has a rotating mayor system) over the past two and half
decades. In 1983, Lily Lee Chen became the ‹rst Chinese American
mayor of Monterey Park. Judy Chu, elected to the Monterey Park City
Council in 1988, served as a council member for thirteen years, three
times as mayor. Chu was elected to the California State Assembly, repre-
senting a district that encompasses much of the San Gabriel Valley, in
2001. She joined another Chinese American assemblywoman from the
San Gabriel Valley, Carol Liu, elected to the state assembly in 2000, after
serving as mayor of La Cañada Flintridge. The ‹rst Asian American elected
to of‹ce in New York City was John Liu, who won a seat on the city coun-
cil in 2001, representing a district in Queens, New York, that includes
Flushing. It was not until 2004, when Jimmy Meng, a Democrat and also
from the Flushing area, won of‹ce, that the ‹rst Asian American was
elected to the New York State legislature.
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Community Profiles of Mexican Immigrants in Los Angeles and New York

As with the Chinese community, the Mexican community encompasses
many diverse elements. Comparing the communities in New York and Los
Angeles highlights some critical internal differences. For example, Los
Angeles was originally a Mexican settlement, and a well-established Mexi-
can presence constitutes one of the city’s important historical features. In
sharp contrast, Mexicans are a relatively new population in New York City,
beginning to settle there in large numbers only recently. Consequently, a
signi‹cant proportion of Los Angeles’s Mexican population is U.S.-born,
whereas a majority of New York’s Mexican population consists of immi-
grants. The Mexican population in Los Angeles includes people from a
wide range of socioeconomic status groups, whereas New York’s popula-
tion as a whole occupies a more tenuous socioeconomic position. These
geographic, historical, and socioeconomic differences in›uence how Mex-
ican immigrants are incorporated into the U.S. political system. Commu-
nity organizations that recognize these differences are better able to do
outreach and mobilize particular segments of the Mexican immigrant
community.

Mexican Immigrants in Los Angeles

The history of Los Angeles is tied intimately to Mexican settlement in Cal-
ifornia. El Pueblo de la Reina de Los Angeles was founded in 1781 by an
expedition from colonial Mexico. During the Mexican-American War,
U.S. forces occupied Los Angeles despite strong resistance by the region’s
residents. The war ended with the signing of the 1848 Treaty of
Guadalupe, under which Mexico ceded all of Alta California to the United
States. By the 1860s, Anglos began to outnumber Mexicans in Los Ange-
les, but Spanish remained widely spoken (Ríos-Bustamante and Castillo
1986, 98). By the end of the nineteenth century, according to Antonio
José Ríos-Bustamante and Pedro G. Castillo, Mexicans were “concen-
trated in speci‹c areas of the city, . . . relegated to a second-class status that
belied their ancestral claim to the City of Angels. Economically and polit-
ically, Los Angeles became a two-tiered city. Anglos lived, worked, pros-
pered, and grew self-satis‹ed on the top rung of a mythical social ladder,
while Mexicans operated from a position of imposed subservience. These
are the disturbing realities of the history of Los Angeles, but they undeni-
ably constitute a cornerstone of the experience of the city’s Mexican pop-
ulation—then and now” (1986, 104).
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By the late 1800s, Los Angeles’s Mexican population comprised not
only the descendants of Spaniards and the later Mexican colonizers of Alta
California but also newer immigrants from Mexico and their descendants.
This community had become concentrated in a part of the downtown area
west of Main Street and bounded by Short, Main, Yale, and College
Streets (Ríos-Bustamante and Castillo 1986). Mexican households were
found sprinkled throughout downtown until the 1920s (Sanchez 1993;
Laslett 1996). Between 1900 and 1915, as the city grew and the Mexican
population downtown became denser, the community began to move into
East Los Angeles, an area that today remains one of the most concentrated
in terms of Mexican population (Valle and Torres 2000). Some areas, such
as Boyle Heights, eventually developed into multicultural neighborhoods
(although Boyle Heights has again become predominantly Latino).

By 1930, more than 165,000 Mexicans lived in Los Angeles County,
making it home to more Mexicans than all but a few of the most populous
cities in Mexico. The community experienced the greatest growth in the
Central Plaza District downtown, Lincoln Park, and Boyle Heights (Ríos-
Bustamante and Castillo 1986). Rapid growth in the 1920s was followed
by a period of population loss during the Great Depression, when the U.S.
federal government began to impose repatriation policies and to severely
limit Mexican immigration (the yearly average, which had been 58,000
entrants, fell to 16,000 nationally in 1930). In 1931, in response to lack
of jobs, anti-Mexican sentiment among Anglo Americans, and forced
repatriation by local governments, 7,500 individuals returned to Mexico
from Los Angeles alone (Ríos-Bustamante and Castillo 1986, 153).
Throughout the 1930s, more Mexicans would return to Mexico than
would immigrate to the United States.

Nevertheless, during the 1940s the Mexican community constituted at
least 10 percent of the total Los Angeles population (Ríos-Bustamante
and Castillo 1986, 154). In addition to the primary concentrations in
downtown and East Los Angeles, the cities of Santa Monica, Azusa, Bur-
bank, Glendale, Monterey Park, and Culver City now had Mexican
enclaves. However, according to Ríos-Bustamante and Castillo, “These
new Mexican residence patterns were closely related to housing, income,
and employment discrimination. Although Mexicans lived in most every
city in the county, they were inevitably segregated into speci‹c areas of
those cities” (1986, 156).

In 1942, the United States initiated the Emergency Farm Labor Pro-
gram, later known as the Bracero Program, through which it would recruit
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4.6 million temporary agricultural workers from Mexico (Durand, Massey,
and Parrado 1999). Although initiated as a temporary “emergency mea-
sure,” it was renewed continuously until 1964. As John Laslett notes,
“With time, an increasing number of migrants dropped out of the Bracero
stream, heading for better jobs in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and other
urban areas. By 1964, when Congress abolished the program, networks
between the United States and sending villages throughout Mexico’s cen-
tral plateau were already in place, providing all the information and con-
nections needed to keep the migrants coming, whether or not they had
legal documents in hand” (1996, 10).

In the 1950s and 1960s, Mexicans in Los Angeles began to integrate
into previously all-white suburbs. By the 1970s, the Mexican community
had established a signi‹cant presence in suburban areas such as San Fer-
nando, Long Beach, and El Monte. Laslett (1996) attributes suburban-
ization among Mexicans to the passage of the 1968 Open Housing Act,
which abolished the racial covenants that had excluded Mexican and other
minorities from many Los Angeles neighborhoods, as well as to the devel-
opment of a growing Mexican American middle class, which included
third- and fourth-generation Mexicans who could afford suburban homes.

In 1986, Congress passed and President Ronald Reagan signed into law
the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), which included four
main provisions: employer sanctions, resources for Border Patrol expan-
sion, amnesty for long-term residents, and a legalization program for agri-
cultural workers. IRCA offered amnesty to undocumented residents who
could prove that they had been living continuously in the United States
since 1982. The separate agricultural program provided legalization
speci‹cally for workers who could show prior employment in U.S. agri-
culture. More than 75 percent of those who received legal residence under
these two provisions were immigrants from Mexico—more than 2 million
people (Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002, 90).

By the 1990s, more than 2.5 million people, or 40 percent of Los Ange-
les County’s residents, were of Mexican origin, and about half were immi-
grants (Ortiz 1996; Allen and Turner 2002).5 The community had moved
south and west of traditional settlements in downtown and East Los
Angeles into South-Central Los Angeles and “into the previously white
heartlands of the San Fernando Valley south and west, the Santa Clarita
Valley to the north, and even the newly developed exurban settlements on
the county’s very northern boundaries” (Ortiz 1996, 267). Most Mexi-
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cans in Los Angeles come from the central states of Guanajuato,
Michoacán, México, and Jalisco. Since 1965, many have also arrived from
the southern state of Oaxaca (Gutierrez 1999).

Despite their long presence in the region, Mexican immigrants today
remain at the bottom of Los Angeles’s economic hierarchy, earning
signi‹cantly less on average than either U.S.-born Mexicans or whites
(Ortiz 1996; Sabagh and Bozorgmehr 2003). The wage gap between
Mexican immigrants and U.S.-born whites narrows as an immigrant’s
duration of residence lengthens, allowing time for an enlargement of lan-
guage and other skills. However, Mexican immigrants are concentrated in
the city’s lowest-paid and lowest-status occupations. Allen J. Scott’s work
on Los Angeles’s manufacturing economy ‹nds that “in particular, for-
eign-born Hispanics of both sexes now occupy the least favorable labor-
market positions in the region’s economy” (1996, 228).

Mexican Immigrants in New York

Mexicans constitute a growing presence in the New York area (Gutierrez
1999; Sabagh and Bozorgmehr 2003). However, in comparison to Los
Angeles, New York City’s Mexican population is relatively small, although
it constitutes the third-largest Latino group in the city, after Puerto Ricans
and Dominicans (Alonso-Zaldivar 1999). Immigrant-rights advocates
note that Mexicans are the city’s fastest-growing immigrant group (Mol-
lenkopf, Ross, and Olson 1999, 4; McHugh 2000). In Mexican-origin
population, New York is the sixth-largest U.S. metropolitan area, after Los
Angeles, Chicago, Houston, San Francisco, and Dallas/Fort Worth
(Alonso-Zaldivar 1999). New Jersey and New York together form the
twelfth-most-popular U.S. receiving region for Mexican immigrants
(Durand, Massey, and Parrado 1999). The 1990 Census counted 69,495
Mexican-origin individuals in New York City, almost 300 percent more
than were found in 1980; the 2000 Census counted 186,876, for another
250 percent increase (Inter-University Program 2002). Because estimates
hold that about half of New York’s Mexican population lacks documenta-
tion, most researchers and observers believe these ‹gures are an under-
count and that the number is now closer to 250,000 and possibly as high
as 300,000 (Mollenkopf, Ross, and Olson 1999). Moreover, experts
believe that the Mexican-origin population will double again by 2010
(Getlin 2003, A-10.)

Compared to other ethnic groups in New York, Mexicans are recent
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arrivals. That is, most Mexican immigrants in the city arrived after 1985,
and about half of the Mexican population migrated after 1990 (Robert
Smith 1996; Gonzalez and McCoy 1998). Robert Smith (1996), an
expert on New York’s Mexican community, has traced its origins to two
Mexican men brought to New York to work during World War II. These
two men began a chain of migration from their native state of Puebla, in
Mexico’s Mixteca region, that still continues. Today, most immigrants to
New York come from one of three states in that region: Puebla, Oaxaca,
or Guerrero (Gonzalez and McCoy 1998).

When settling in New York, Mexican immigrants have usually moved
into existing Latino neighborhoods, including the South Bronx; Jackson
Heights, Queens; East Harlem; and Sunset Park, Brooklyn (Gonzalez and
McCoy 1998; Getlin 2003). Sunset Park, for example, is home to a grow-
ing number of Mexican immigrants who work in the area’s garment and
manufacturing establishments (Gonzalez and McCoy 1998). However,
Mexican immigrants are beginning to change the neighborhoods in which
they settle. In Manhattan, on Third Avenue along East 116th Street, by
the late 1990s Mexicans owned and ran more than ten stores selling tacos,
cactus fruit, ›owers, and even cowboy boots (McCoy 1998). Fifth Avenue
in Sunset Park is dotted with Mexican-owned stores that sell tortillas and
other Mexican foods. One Mexican immigrant woman explained to a New
York Daily News reporter, “We began settling in Sunset Park because we
didn’t have to take the subway to get to work in the factories by the water
and were far from la migra [immigration of‹cers]” (Gonzalez and McCoy
1998, 6). By 1998, more than one-third of the two hundred students at
Rafael Cordero Junior High School, a bilingual school on First Avenue in
Manhattan, were Mexican immigrants (McCoy 1998, 35).

Although a middle-class population is emerging, many Mexican immi-
grants in New York are economically and educationally disadvantaged.
Almost half have completed only nine or fewer years of school, and many
are also young. The men tend to work in restaurants, storefront deli-
catessens, or construction. The women often work at home raising fami-
lies or in factories. Labor statistics show that the median income for Mex-
icans in the city is $10,231, compared to the $22,402 for the average New
Yorker (Getlin 2003). David Herszenhorn, for example, has noted that
Mexican workers in New York are likely to “hold the lowest-paying jobs in
the service industries—in kitchens, as cooks and dishwashers; in groceries,
as clerks and stock handlers; behind the counters of delicatessens and pizza
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shops; in factories, or among construction and cleaning crews” (1998,
51). Close to one in three Mexicans in New York live at or below the
poverty line (Getlin 2003). According to a reporter who interviewed Mex-
icans in New York City in 1999, many Mexican immigrants describe their
lives as esclavizante (enslaving) because they work such long hours for lit-
tle pay. One advocate for Mexican immigrants in New York explains, “Life
is a kind of slavery that doesn’t permit them to enjoy the things New York
has to offer” (Alonso-Zaldivar 1999, A-1). It also permits little time or
energy for civic involvement.

Religion plays a strong role in the lives of many Mexican immigrants in
New York. Every year on December 12, the Feast of Our Lady of
Guadalupe is celebrated, and in 1998 an estimated ‹ve thousand Mexicans
attended a mass for that occasion held in St. Patrick’s Cathedral (Claffey,
Rafterty, and Singleton 1998). A Jesuit brother who directed one of the
few social service organization that targets Mexican immigrants in New
York emphasized the feast’s importance: “This is the biggest religious hol-
iday of the year. We say that we are more Guadalupanos than Mexicans.
We say that because Our Lady of Guadalupe is our symbol, our identity.
Our Lady of Guadalupe is stronger in the United States because she is the
mother of the oppressed people, of the people who are being discrimi-
nated against. She is the protector, and so in New York City, when we are
feeling we are suffering that kind of situation, she becomes a stronger
symbol to follow” (Herszenhorn 1998, 51).

Some neighborhoods in New York have seen the development of home-
town associations, a type of ethnic voluntary association that forms around
speci‹c communities in the sending region (Gonzalez and McCoy 1998;
for an extensive study of the development and maintenance of such asso-
ciations, see Robert Smith 1996, 1998). Mexican migrants from Chi-
nantla, Puebla, meet regularly in Sunset Park to discuss the new schools
and water systems that their U.S. wages are helping to build in Chinantla.
More than ‹ve thousand of the town’s population of seven thousand live
in New York, which, according to some observers, has created “two soci-
eties that operate in tandem” (Alonso-Zaldivar 1999, A-1).

Comparison between Mexican Immigrants in New York and Los Angeles

The most prominent difference between the Mexican communities in
New York and Los Angeles has to do with length of settlement. Whereas
the Spanish-speaking community dates back several centuries in Los Ange-
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les, Mexicans have had a signi‹cant presence in New York City only since
the 1990s. The implications of this contrast are important: “Snapshots of
mexicano New York reveal an experience much different from the one in
Southern California, with its centuries of Mexican tradition and genera-
tions of Mexican Americans. In New York, all Mexicans are pioneers, fac-
ing jarring adjustments thousands of miles from home in a city that can be
as treacherous as a February ice storm” (Alonso-Zaldivar 1999, A-1).

Thus it should come as no surprise that organizational life for Mexicans
in the two cities is quite distinct. Mexicans in the West and Southwest have
a long history of organizational development. Voluntary associations were
very much a part of life there for the Spanish-speaking community in the
early twentieth century, with the Alianza Hispano-Americana, the Club
Anajuac, and the Sociedad Moctezuma providing social support and
mutual aid. The Alianza Hispano-Americana was founded in 1894 in Ari-
zona to provide life insurance as well as social activities to Mexican Amer-
icans in Tucson (Acosta 2002). The organization quickly spread through-
out the Southwest, reaching as far as Texas and California. During the
early 1900s, the Alianza annually sponsored a Mexican Independence Day
celebration (Sanchez 1993).6 “Indeed, the combination of rapid growth
and increased importance of these organizations stands as one of the most
striking features of Mexican social life during the period” (Ríos-Busta-
mante and Castillo 1986, 122–23). The Alianza Hispano-Americana
remained active until the 1970s, although its national membership peaked
at 17,366 in 1939. Furthermore, the organization established lodges in
Mexico as well as the United States (Acosta 2002). The Federation of
Spanish-Speaking Voters was the ‹rst explicitly political group established
by the Mexican community in Los Angeles (Ríos-Bustamante and Castillo
1986). In 1930, it ran candidates for state and local of‹ces, although none
were elected.

In contrast, and in part because of their relatively short length of resi-
dence in New York, Mexicans there have not established a wide net of
community organizations, and no Mexican-origin candidate has ever been
elected to of‹ce. Interviews conducted for this study suggest that the dis-
parity in the development of community institutions and candidate orga-
nizations serving Mexicans affects the level of political involvement in the
two cities. Mexican immigrants in the Los Angeles sample were much
more likely than were those in New York to have been contacted by an
elected of‹cial. This ‹nding is not surprising, given that representation by
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Mexican-origin elected of‹cials is so much greater in Los Angeles than
New York. Although a causal relationship cannot be drawn as a result of
the limited sample size, the connection between political mobilization of
immigrants and elected representation by members of the same ethnic
group deserves further study.7

Mexican immigrants in New York are also much farther away from their
county of origin than are those residing in the western United States.
Because of the proximity to Mexico, Mexican migrants in California, Ari-
zona, New Mexico, and Texas often engage in circular migration. Mexi-
cans who want to reach New York must ‹rst cross the U.S. border by land
and then make the arduous trip by plane or land transportation (bus) to
the East Coast (Alonso-Zaldivar 1999). As a result, Mexican immigrants
in New York may not return to Mexico as frequently as do those residing
in western and southwestern states. As their length of residence increases,
Mexican immigrants in New York may ‹nd themselves naturalizing at
higher rates than do those who live near the U.S.-Mexico border and who
are thus able to travel back and forth more easily. This would allow the
New York population to become a signi‹cant voting bloc in local elec-
tions. Despite their distance from Mexico, Mexican immigrants in New
York maintain strong ties to their hometowns, especially by raising money
for hometown civic projects (Robert Smith 1996). 

Longer length of settlement among Mexicans in Los Angeles has also
contributed to a longer history of Mexican American elected representa-
tion in that city compared to New York. As previously mentioned, no per-
son of Mexican origin has ever been elected to citywide of‹ce in New York
City. Nor are any New York State Assembly members from the city of
Mexican origin. However, other, non-Mexican Latinos have won local
and state elected of‹ces in New York, including Puerto Ricans and a grow-
ing number of Dominicans (Graham 2001).

In contrast, Los Angeles has become a symbol of Latino electoral
power. In 2005, Antonio Villaraigosa, son of a Mexican immigrant father
and U.S.-born mother of Mexican origin, was elected mayor of Los Ange-
les. He defeated incumbent James Hahn to become the city’s ‹rst Latino
mayor since 1872. The two candidates were also opponents in 2001.
According to an exit poll conducted by the Center for the Study of Los
Angeles at Loyola Marymount University (2005), Villaraigosa received
overwhelming support from Latino voters and strong support from whites
and blacks. Although a majority of Asian Americans voted for Hahn, Vil-
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laraigosa’s support among Asian Americans increased signi‹cantly
between 2001 and 2005. Villaraigosa served as a member of the California
State Assembly and as a member of the Los Angeles City Council before
becoming mayor. Villaraigosa joins several other prominent Latino elected
of‹cials representing Los Angeles, including Speaker of the State Assem-
bly Fabian Nuñez (D-Los Angeles), county sheriff Lee Baca, school board
president José Huizar, and city council president Alex Padilla.

The growing number of Latino elected of‹cials in Los Angeles, many of
Mexican ancestry, can be attributed in large part to legal action by the
Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF). In
1985, MALDEF and the Justice Department sued the city for violating
the Voting Rights Act with a reapportionment plan that discriminated
against Latinos. Five years later, MALDEF and the Justice Department
challenged a redistricting plan adopted by the Los Angeles County Board
of Supervisors, arguing that it diluted Latino voting strength (Weinstein
2005). Following MALDEF’s victory in that case, the ‹rst Latina, Gloria
Molina, was elected to the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors.
Although Latinos have made great strides in achieving political empower-
ment in Los Angeles over the past two decades, their electoral power con-
tinues to lag behind their demographic power. Latinos made up almost
half of the population of the city of Los Angeles in 2005 but accounted for
less than 30 percent of voters in the 2005 mayoral election (National Asso-
ciation of Latino Elected Of‹cials 2005).

Similarities and Differences between Mexican and Chinese Groups

The Mexican and Chinese immigrant populations in the United States can
be compared along a number of dimensions, particularly in terms of set-
tlement histories, size relative to the general population, average socio-
economic resources, challenges of adapting to U.S. life, and attitudes
toward the U.S. political system. Both groups have long histories in the
United States. Whereas the ‹rst Chinese immigrants had to travel a long
distance to arrive here, however, Mexicans already occupied territory that
the United States absorbed through expansion, conquest, and coloniza-
tion. In terms of population size, immigrants from Mexico and their
descendants are the largest Latino group in the United States, and immi-
grants from China and their descendants are the largest Asian American
group. However, the Mexican population greatly exceeds the Chinese
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population. Today, more than 25 million people in the United States are
of Mexican origin, including 9 million immigrants, compared to only 2.7
million Chinese, 1.5 million of them immigrants (Malone et al. 2003, 2).
Both are geographically concentrated in speci‹c regions of the United
States. Within each group, however, perceptible regional differences exist,
especially in terms of socioeconomic status and duration of residence in
the United States.

The groups differ in their attitudes toward the U.S. political system,
undoubtedly in›uencing their political involvement. In the interviews,
Chinese immigrants were much more likely than their Mexican counter-
parts to claim that they do not participate in U.S. politics because the sys-
tem is dif‹cult to understand. As a ‹fty-three-year-old Chinese immigrant
woman who had lived in New York for thirty years explained, “Language.
Number one problem. Because if you don’t understand what is going on,
how can you get involved?” A forty-eight-year-old Chinese immigrant
man who had lived in Los Angeles for more than twenty years said that
“culture has a lot to do with it. Because I don’t quite understand that type
of culture. Political culture. What is their motive being active in a political
party? I have a hard time seeing myself becoming involved.” And an
eighty-year-old man who had lived in Los Angeles for thirteen years noted
that “It’s very hard. . . . The government makes it hard for us to learn
about [the political system]. I mean, they don’t even allow bilingual edu-
cation in the schools. How do they expect us to know or learn?” It is likely
that lack of familiarity with a democratic system, parties, and voting con-
tributes to many Chinese immigrants’ feeling that the U.S. political system
is complicated. In contrast to the Chinese immigrants, only a few Mexican
immigrants said that they had dif‹culty understanding the U.S. political
system. This is not surprising, given Mexico’s proximity to the United
States and the resulting ›ow of information across the border. Further, the
Mexican Constitution was modeled in part on the U.S. Constitution, and
the government is a federal system with a president and a bicameral legis-
lature.8

In their countries of origin, Mexican and Chinese immigrants have had
distinct experiences with civic and community institutions, which may
in›uence how they respond to opportunities for political involvement in
the United States. Past political participation in the country of origin may
facilitate an immigrant’s willingness to join local organizations. In the
interviews, Mexican immigrants were much more likely than their Chinese
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counterparts to have belonged to local organizations or clubs (sports club,
women’s group, church group, or political organization) before migrating
to the United States. This study’s sample is too small to infer causal rela-
tionships, but it is interesting that those Mexican immigrants who appear
to have been the most active in organizations in Mexico were also active in
organizations in the United States. For example, one immigrant woman
who had been active in her church choir in Mexico also sang in the choir
in New York, participated in a folk dancing group, and was active in a
women’s organization. Analysis of the Los Angeles Survey of Urban
Inequality, a quantitative survey that includes a large sample of Chinese
and Mexican immigrants, indicates that the Chinese in Los Angeles are
much less likely to belong to community organizations (including reli-
gious institutions, unions, or political organizations) than are Mexicans,
even when the factors of age, education, income, length of residence, En-
glish pro‹ciency, and gender are taken into account (J. Wong 2000).

These similarities and differences as well as the growing U.S. presence of
both groups make Chinese and Mexican immigrants ideal populations to
study. In terms of identifying factors that in›uence immigrants to become
politically engaged, a comparison of the two groups may facilitate the
determination of which factors are speci‹c to a particular group and which
are in›uential across groups.

Conclusion

Individuals from Asia and Latin America account for the vast majority of
today’s U.S. immigrants. Moreover, newcomers from those areas enter the
United States not only as immigrants but also as members of racial minori-
ties. The conceptualization of these groups as racial minorities emerged
through a process of racial formation, which Michael Omi and Howard
Winant de‹ne as the social and historical process by which racial categories
are created, changed, destroyed, and experienced (1994, 55). Throughout
American history, the U.S. government’s laws and policies and native-
born Americans’ biases have been deeply implicated in the process of racial
formation for immigrants from Asia and Latin America. For example, the
Naturalization Law of 1790 distinguished free “white” immigrants from
others and helped to both create and support the development of racial
categories in the United States. The racial minority status of Asian Ameri-
can and Latino immigrants has in›uenced their political incorporation,
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which has occurred in ways that are quite distinct from that their Euro-
pean counterparts. Thus, it is important to understand how the two
groups have been racialized and how their racialization has affected their
relationship with American civic institutions.

Studying Mexican and Chinese immigrants can lead to a better under-
standing of the political mobilization of racial minorities and the immi-
grant members of these minorities more generally. Chinese and Mexicans
account for a large part of the U.S. immigrant stream. The largest group
of Latinos consists of people of Mexican origin, and the largest Asian
group consists of people of Chinese origin. Chinese and Mexicans in the
United States share many experiences but also differ in their social histo-
ries and characteristics. Thus, an examination of these groups is likely to
yield insights about which factors associated with political mobilization
affect a particular national-origin group versus the factors that affect immi-
grants more generally.

Many immigrants, like those from China and Mexico, share a history of
exclusion from the political system. Common characteristics, including
lack of English language skills, citizenship, and acculturation may chal-
lenge political involvement in the United States for a great number of
immigrants. Despite these similarities, different immigrant ethnic groups
possess unique characteristics that are likely to affect their mobilization.
For example, immigrant ethnic groups differ in size and geographic settle-
ment patterns. In addition, internal diversity along economic, religious,
and national-origin lines distinguish different immigrant ethnic groups.
How do U.S. civic institutions help to mobilize immigrants into the polit-
ical system? Do these institutions take into account the unique features of
particular immigrant communities? Given that unprecedented numbers of
immigrants are entering the United States and participating in U.S. poli-
tics at much lower rates than the general population, these are critical
questions for the future health of the American democratic system.
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3 Institutional Mobilization in an Era
of Local Party Decline

How do U.S. civic institutions shape contemporary immigrants’ political
mobilization and participation, especially in the case of the majority of
immigrants who are arriving from Asia and Latin America? Said a Mexican
American community leader in East Los Angeles, “Stop anybody walking
down the block, ask them, ‘Can you please tell me where is the local chap-
ter or the local of‹ce of the Democratic Party in your neighborhood?’
Everybody will look at you with bewilderment: ‘What is this crazy guy
talking about?’” This comment illustrates party organizations’ low pro‹les
in immigrant neighborhoods. Immigrants are well aware that contempo-
rary mainstream political parties are uninterested in mobilizing newly
arrived minorities. When asked whether she felt like a part of the political
system, a Chinese immigrant in Los Angeles responded, “No. We won’t
be elected of‹cials, and they don’t want our votes. How can we feel a part
of the system? Besides, I don’t even vote or participate in their functions.
Of course I don’t feel part of it.” Mexican immigrants also feel that they
have no say in and are not taken seriously by machines or local party orga-
nizations. In New York City, where neither the two major political parties
nor local party clubs has conducted any substantial outreach to the Mexi-
can population, a Mexican immigrant man said that it was dif‹cult to get
involved in the U.S. political system because it “doesn’t care about us.”

It is not merely the newly arrived who perceive the absence of political
parties. According to a Latino leader, the political advocacy organization
he heads in Los Angeles was established because the two major political
parties were not supporting Latino political participation. His organiza-
tion, which exists outside of the mainstream political machine or party
structure, assisted nearly ninety thousand legal permanent residents in the
1990s with obtaining U.S. citizenship. The organization was started, he
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explained, “because a number of Latino elected of‹cials saw the need for
a networking organization of Latino elected of‹cials, especially in light of
the fact that the political party structures would not support Latinos.” In
sharp contrast to the experiences of past waves of European immigrants,
political machines and party organizations today are no longer the driving
force behind minority immigrant political mobilization.

Such perceptions might seem at odds with recent political campaigns
that appear to have targeted the growing Latino population through
Spanish-language campaign advertisements in Latino media markets and
the inclusion of high-pro‹le Latino elected of‹cials and entertainers at
campaign and party events. However, the outreach efforts in the 1990s—
undertaken by the Democratic and Republican Parties in an attempt to
attract Latino and Asian American immigrant populations—were largely
symbolic and limited in their scope and for the most part fell short. In the
2000 presidential race, expectations that the two major political parties
would court the Latino vote were dashed when, in the waning days of the
campaign, the parties turned their attention to midwestern and southern
battleground states, where, with the exception of Florida, the immigrant
population is relatively small. In 2004, both parties claimed to be paying
attention to Latinos, but members of the Latino community continued to
express disappointment in party outreach efforts. The number of Latino
delegates at the 2004 Democratic Convention actually declined from
2000, as did the time allotted to Latino speakers during prime time, lead-
ing Loretta Sanchez, a Democratic member of the House of Representa-
tives, to complain that Latinos did not receive enough time at the podium
(Ratcliffe 2004, A-3).

Mainstream political parties today generally have been slower to
respond to contemporary immigrants than had been the case with earlier
groups. The nature of political party campaigning at the beginning of the
twenty-‹rst century is different than it was one hundred, ‹fty, or even
twenty-‹ve years ago. The party structure is weak at the local level, and
outreach strategies have shifted dramatically. Today, parties primarily use
direct-mail and media campaigns that target only those registered voters
who are the most likely to vote, a group that includes few immigrants. The
potential for mass-mobilization efforts—including the type of face-to-face
mobilization at the neighborhood level that in the past was standard prac-
tice for reaching European immigrants—has been overlooked in favor of
party activity con‹ned primarily to the airwaves.
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Parties also have incentives to distance themselves from minority immi-
grants, including the desire to maintain existing party coalitions and to
appeal to median voters and assumptions about apathy among immi-
grants. Because whites are overrepresented among voters, parties and can-
didates may be reluctant to fully embrace newcomers who trigger hostile
attitudes among that mainstream electorate. This disincentive is reinforced
by popular and even academic perceptions that immigrants are apathetic
about taking a role in politics or that even if they did take an interest, there
are no guarantees about how they might vote. Facing such uncertainties,
parties are unwilling to expend scarce resources to cultivate relatively
unpredictable groups. As Asian American and Latino immigrants gradu-
ally become more powerful demographically and more involved in the
political system, the two parties may turn their attention to these groups.
Current evidence, however, raises the possibility that their efforts to appeal
to immigrants will be limited in terms of mass mobilization.

The Historical Role of Parties & Immigrant Mobilization

The widespread perception among immigrants and immigrant-commu-
nity leaders that the Republican and Democratic Parties are not doing
much to mobilize immigrants is surprising given what we know about the
past political mobilization of European immigrants. The role of machines
in mobilizing turn-of-the-century European immigrants is well docu-
mented in historical accounts and is ‹rmly entrenched in the popular
imagination (Cornwell 1960; Dahl 1961).1 The late 1860s to the early
1890s is considered the golden age of political parties (Reichley 1992).2

For the 1868 New York gubernatorial campaign, the Tammany machine
recruited more than forty thousand immigrant voters (Erie 1988, 10). By
the ‹rst decades of the 1900s, the political recruitment of immigrants had
become the center of American party politics. Parties and politicians
offered immigrants patronage jobs and social services in exchange for their
participation and loyalty in the voting booth (Dahl 1961). “In a nonbu-
reaucratic manner that placed a premium on personal loyalty and left
much room for corruption, the party served its constituents by facilitating
naturalization, ‹nding jobs, offering relief in times of distress, and acting
as an intermediary with higher authorities” (Archdeacon 1983, 100).

In a competitive two-party system, parties usually compete for the loy-
alty of potential voters in an attempt to expand their electoral bases. What-
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ever else European immigrants lacked in the late 1800s and early 1900s,
they possessed numerical power (Dahl 1961). Kristi Andersen notes that
“a half million to a million potential voters . . . disembarked in this coun-
try every year between 1890 and 1910,” and the Democrats actively
recruited these new potential supporters (1979, 22, 25). These numbers
may have helped European immigrants overcome the racial biases of the
turn of the last century. The mobilization of immigrants was so great that
Andersen attributes the New Deal partisan realignment to the Democratic
Party’s political incorporation of the foreign-born. Politicians made it easy
for immigrants to become citizens, encouraged them to register to vote,
put them on the party rolls, and aided them in meeting the challenges of
poverty, distance from their homelands, and low social position (Dahl
1961; Andersen 1979). To obtain and hold the votes, political leaders
rewarded newcomers with city jobs (Dahl 1961, 34). As goods and ser-
vices were exchanged for votes, political machines became the mediating
institution between immigrants and the U.S. political system (Skerry
1993).

That role, while a historic fact, is somewhat exaggerated (Erie 1988; C.
Stone 1996). In reality, parties often worked in concert with local organi-
zations, such as unions and churches (Sterne 2001). The inclusive nature
of political machines has also been romanticized. Parties mobilized some
groups of European immigrants when it was to their advantage but failed
to mobilize others when no obvious bene‹t existed. Political competition
and the quest for votes, not commitments to inclusion, drove outreach to
immigrants (C. Stone 1996). Moreover, immigrants have never been pas-
sive recipients of political mobilization. Ann Chih Lin (forthcoming)
argues that European immigrants did not occupy the submissive role
accorded them in the traditional story of urban machines that incorpo-
rated newcomers politically while simultaneously exploiting them for
votes. She points out that immigrant groups developed their own com-
munity institutions, such as ethnic social clubs, which existed outside of
the machine structure and furthered the group’s interests. Lin also
reminds us that “machines acted strategically to suppress immigrant votes
when it was in their interest to do so” (10). Political machines were quite
capable of abandoning their potential immigrant constituencies when
expediency demanded it. Despite these signi‹cant revisions to the classic
political-machine narrative, machines and parties clearly played a critical
role in politically incorporating European immigrants until the middle of
the twentieth century.
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Thus it is natural to assume that political mobilization and immigrant
political mobilization in particular are the purview of the mainstream par-
ties (Dahl 1961; Ban‹eld and Wilson 1963; Glazer and Moynihan 1964).
Parties are characterized as critical institutions for ensuring democracy and
representation for diverse elements in American society (Rossiter 1960;
Ladd and Hadley 1975). In their overview of American parties, Samuel J.
Eldersveld and Hanes Walton Jr. (2000, 9) described a party as “a group
that competes for political power by contesting elections, mobilizing
social interests, and advocating ideological positions, thus linking citizens
to the political system.” Similarly, Samuel Huntington (1968, 401)
describes the party system as an important foundation of a stable polity,
“capable of structuring the participation of new groups in politics.” This
view suggests that powerful incentives exist for political machines and
party organizations to bring potential voters or blocs of voters, such as
immigrants, into the political system to build winning coalitions. It also
suggests that a failure to do so would have serious consequences for the
American polity.

Contemporary Political Parties: Changing Contexts, 
Strategies, Incentives, & Constraints

Despite parties’ importance for the stability of the polity, their historical
involvement in immigrant political mobilization, and their seeming incen-
tives to mobilize immigrants, it is unlikely that even the limited pattern of
mobilization experienced by European immigrants in the early twentieth
century will repeat. Why are the Republican and Democratic Parties so
absent today? There are at least three factors: (1) weakened local party
structure and changing campaign tactics; (2) selective mobilization strate-
gies and maintenance of existing party coalitions; (3) assumptions about
political attitudes among immigrants and median voters.

1. Weakened Local Party Structure and Changing Campaign Tactics

The golden age of political parties coincided with the height of European
immigration to the United States. From 1850 to 1930, the foreign-born
population of the United States increased from 2 million to 14 million,
and by 1890 immigrants accounted for nearly 15 percent of the entire
U.S. population (Gibson and Lennon 1999, 3). From that year until
1910, party machines governed 75 percent of major U.S. cities (Reichley
1992, 174). Indeed, European immigrants and their children were the
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lifeblood of many urban party machines (Andersen 1979). A general
decline in local party strength was set in motion by Progressive Era
reforms and continued through the 1960s and 1970s, just as immigrants
from Asia and Latin America were entering the country at unprecedented
levels (Ceaser 1978; R. Scott and Hrebenar 1984; Wattenberg 1994;
Skocpol 1999a; J. Green and Farmer 2003). The absence of local political
machines and parties in the lives of contemporary immigrants distin-
guishes their experiences from those of their European predecessors. How
did this change in political context come about?

Although they did not undermine local party strength immediately,
Progressive Era reforms had a cumulative weakening effect on parties, par-
ticularly in the western states. One of the most critical changes in election
procedures introduced by Progressive Era reformers was the introduction
of the Australian ballot in 1880. The Australian ballot, printed with all of
the candidates’ names and marked by voters in secret, encouraged more
split-ticket voting. Coupled with the widespread implementation of non-
partisan elections for local of‹ce, this electoral reform reduced parties’
control over ballot procedures and election outcomes (Reichley 1992).
The introduction of direct primaries in the early 1900s further diluted
local party control over nominations, prompting political scientist David
Truman to assert that “The direct primary has been most potent in a com-
plex of forces pushing towards the disintegration of the party” (quoted in
Reichley 1992, 170).

Many urban machines survived an earlier wave of assaults by Progres-
sives, but a new wave of reformers seeking to eliminate inef‹ciency and
corruption by attacking state and local machines emerged in the aftermath
of World War II. They pressed for the professionalization of state and local
workforces by implementing merit-based systems, undermining the
machines’ most powerful resource—local patronage (R. Scott and Hrebe-
nar 1984; J. Green and Farmer 2003). Local party decline is attributed to
several other factors, including the federal government’s expanding role in
social and economic redistribution programs and the growth of alternative
political organizations, such as interest groups (R. Scott and Hrebenar
1984; Reichley 1992).

The rise of candidate-centered campaigns has also contributed to a
weakening of local party organizations (Wattenberg 1994). In 1913, the
adoption of the Seventeenth Amendment, allowing for the direct election
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of senators, encouraged campaigns around speci‹c candidates, rather than
a party label. Building on support by the general public and political
activists for reforms to encourage more participatory democracy, the par-
ties, particularly the Democrats, adopted new rules of nomination in the
1970s that gave increased power to individual candidates and their cam-
paign organizations, rather than to local party leaders. These rule changes
coincided with larger social trends that weakened local political machines
throughout the 1970s, including suburbanization that moved people out-
side of the cities and traditional machine territories. Technological
changes increased the importance of mass media marketing and further
focused the American public on the image and characteristics of individual
candidates. Finally, lack of electoral competition exacerbated this decline.
In 2004, only 10 percent of elections for the House of Representatives
were considered competitive, a drop from previous recent elections (Page
2004). Redistricting that creates a bias in favor of incumbents has led par-
ties, which are already oriented toward national politics, to devote their
energies to a handful of competitive congressional races, while paying far
less attention to the majority of Americans who live in noncompetitive dis-
tricts.3 Lack of competition is also related to low rates of turnout in local
elections (Hajnal, Lewis, and Louch 2002). Parties do not need to mobi-
lize voters when the outcome is assured.

The end of the twentieth century witnessed a limited revitalization of
political parties driven by the expansion and institutionalization of the
national committees rather than by state and local party organizations (J.
Green and Herrnson 2002). The Democratic and Republican National
Committees acquired permanent headquarters and larger professional
staffs, and they are now major fund-raisers and the purveyors of critical
campaign services (Reichley 1992; J. Green and Herrnson 2002; Dulio
and Thurber 2003). However, the parties’ strategies for revitalization
focused on technical and professional sophistication rather than grassroots
organization (Reichley 1992). Both parties built sophisticated production
facilities at their national headquarters, instituted large-scale direct-mail
campaigns, and hired professional pollsters and consultants (Dulio and
Thurber 2003). By the end of the twentieth century, personal contact by
neighborhood party activists had become largely a thing of the past,
replaced by “selective voter activation” that uses sophisticated phone and
direct-mailing techniques and media advertisements to narrowly target
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those individuals most likely to support a particular candidate or policy
issue (Conway 2001, 84).

These new high-tech outreach strategies stand in unmistakable contrast
to those of the past. Machines were effective because party activists spent
the time and effort to become familiar with residents of a precinct and
consequently were able to mobilize immigrants through personal con-
tacts, make ethnic appeals based on knowledge of a particular neighbor-
hood community, and work closely with community-based institutions
(Skocpol 1999a; Conway 2001). However, direct-mail and mass-media
campaigns are much less effective in mobilizing the electorate at the local
level. With a few exceptions, such as the 1992 and 2000 elections, vote
turnout and other types of political participation are characterized by a
dramatic and ongoing pattern of decline (Shea 2003, 292–93).4

Local party organizations and machines were hit hard by these changes,
and although the midcentury reforms addressed the corrupt practices asso-
ciated with traditional machines, they also exacted a price in terms of citi-
zens’ personal contact with parties, one of people’s primary connections
with the larger political system. Writing in the 1980s, Ruth Scott and
Ronald Hrebenar describe the consequences of these changes for the pop-
ulation as a whole and for immigrants in particular: “Contemporary par-
ties have lost their historical role of socializing Americans into the political
system. . . . The replacement of the patronage system with the merit sys-
tem has further reduced the parties’ opportunities to function as socializ-
ers. People no longer rely on parties for their initiation into politics, for
ombudsman services, or for large numbers of patronage jobs. . . . Are any
of today’s immigrants introduced to American politics and political tradi-
tions through the medium of the Republican or Democratic parties?”
(1984, 15–16).

Despite these broad changes in the party system, urban machines
remain active in some regions, including New York City (Mollenkopf
1992, 77; Jones-Correa 1998; Sanjek 1998). James Q. Wilson notes that
“the political machines, once a conspicuous feature of urban and country
life, are now found in relatively few places . . . but party organizations do
exist . . . and they perform a variety of functions, ranging from candidate
endorsement through fund raising to systematic canvassing” (1995, 95).
However, given the changing political environment, even in places where
local party machines remain, they are on the defensive, ‹ghting for their
survival (Shea 2003).
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2. Selective Mobilization Strategies and 
Maintenance of Existing Party Coalitions

In their quest to exploit new technologies and implement national-level
strategies, parties have failed to develop a mass base of active members (J.
Green and Herrnson 2002). These developments weaken the connections
to the political parties for all but the most elite citizens, a particularly seri-
ous and harmful development for contemporary immigrants, whose con-
nection to the political system is even more tenuous than that of other
Americans. When deciding whom to mobilize, political leaders focus their
efforts strategically to expend the least effort and resources to achieve the
greatest effect. According to Steven J. Rosenstone and John Mark Hansen,
“The wealthy, the educated, and the partisan are more likely to be targeted
for mobilization than the poor, the uneducated, and the uncommitted”
(1993, 33). In the political system, having few economic and educational
resources is clearly a detriment, and it weighs heavily on immigrants
because they are among the least advantaged members of society.

Many immigrants also lack citizenship (and therefore voting power),
English language skills, and an understanding of the U.S. political system,
all of which makes them even less desirable targets for mobilization by par-
ties and political leaders.5 In general, parties focus on upcoming elections
to the detriment of long-term planning that would have to consider
changing demographics. When taking this short-term approach, cultiva-
tion of a group that contains a large number of people who are ineligible
to vote is not likely to seem to be a viable tactic. Reuel Rogers (2000b) has
witnessed this in central Brooklyn, where the Democratic organization
selectively mobilizes traditional supporters under the assumption that they
are the segment of the population most likely to vote and to vote as they
have done in the past—for Democrats. The organization shuns the city’s
many Afro-Caribbean residents, who are perceived as noncitizens (and
hence ineligible to vote) or newcomers to the political system (and hence
unorganized or uninterested or, worse yet, unaligned with a party and
thus open to non-Democratic recruitment).

Especially where interparty competition is low, entrenched machines
may be indifferent or even hostile to immigrant mobilization because they
anticipate that newcomers will disrupt the existing power structure and
coalition base (Mollenkopf 1992, 79; Jones-Correa 1998; Rogers 2000b).
In his study of political participation of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in
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New York, Rogers (2000b), observes that although the Democratic Party
in Brooklyn dominates the borough, its growing Afro-Caribbean popula-
tion has the potential to cause an insurgency within the party; as a result,
few attempts to mobilize these newcomers occur. The executive director
of a political empowerment organization in New York’s Chinatown sug-
gested that neither party in New York wants to mobilize Asian American
immigrants because of a fear of disrupting existing coalitions: “The
Republicans are afraid to register more people. It’s a ‹ve-to-one Demo-
cratic city; there’ll be more Democrats registered. But for the [Demo-
cratic] City Council, they’d rather keep it the same way that it is, because
they got elected this way, so why should they change?”

3. Assumptions about Political Attitudes among 
Immigrants and White Swing Voters

The stereotype of minority immigrants as apolitical individuals may also
dissuade parties from mobilizing immigrants. Perceptions that certain
racial or ethnic minorities are apathetic or preoccupied with homeland
politics have served to discourage parties from mobilizing those groups.
An elected of‹cial’s staffer has described Afro-Caribbean immigrants in
Brooklyn as “docile” (Rogers 2000b, 95). Michael Jones-Correa, who
studies Latinos in Queens, observes that the entrenched Democratic Party
there long ignored Latinos because they were perceived to be apolitical.
He spoke with politicians in Queens who made it clear that they would
not mobilize Latinos until they became registered voters: “Claire Shul-
man, the Queens borough president, reportedly asked one Latino activist
why Queens politicians should pay attention to Latinos when they don’t
vote. She said she would deal with Latinos when they voted, and they
don’t vote now.” He also quoted a Democratic district leader who said,
“For years I have heard talk about [Latinos] delivering votes. . . . In all my
years as district leader, I haven’t seen anyone deliver more than a pizza”
(1998, 79). Such comments fail to acknowledge the possibility that Lati-
nos were not voting because they were not being mobilized and place the
blame for lack of participation on immigrant attitudes alone rather than on
the political system and political leadership.

Furthermore, immigrants, especially those from Latin America and the
Caribbean, are often assumed to be loyal to the Democrats; consequently,
little is done to woo their votes. Jones-Correa observes that limited
resources are not wasted on the already committed: “The Democratic
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Party could register and mobilize Latino voters, but mobilization would
only mean additional competition for scarce resources” because the Lati-
nos who do participate tend to be Democrats anyway (1998, 80).

Scholars—perhaps inadvertently—also perpetuate the idea that immi-
grants are politically apathetic. Peter Skerry (1993, 222) describes the
Mexican American community in Los Angeles as “relatively unorganized”
and “passive.” These descriptions help to wrongly attribute minority
immigrants’ lack of participation to cultural characteristics while avoiding
the tough question of whether the lack of mobilization by political insti-
tutions might be at the root of the problem. In fact, the long history of
political activism within Asian American and Latino immigrant communi-
ties counters assumptions about apathy. Although many are barred from
voting because they fail to meet eligibility requirements, both groups have
participated in politics through civil disobedience, civil rights litigation,
and boycotting (see Muñoz 1989; Perea et al. 2000; Lien 2001). Latino
and Asian American immigrants have historically worked for political
change through their participation in the labor movement (K. Wong
1994). More recently, members of the two groups have worked together
on issues related to political redistricting (Saito 2003).

Political parties may also make assumptions about white swing voters’
attitudes about racial minorities and tailor behavior toward those minori-
ties accordingly. Although the political science literature on traditional
party structure contends that minorities will be represented in a competi-
tive party system, political parties historically have failed to incorporate
racial minorities (Pinderhughes 1987; Jones-Correa 1998; Frymer 1999;
Rogers 2000a, b). Paul Frymer notes that the mainstream U.S. parties
developed in part to minimize divisive racial issues among white voters.
Martin Van Buren created an electoral coalition that emphasized the dis-
tribution of power and was neutral on slavery as a means of uniting south-
ern slave owners and northern voters indifferent or opposed to slavery. In
reaction, Whigs also sought to minimize the issue of slavery (1999, 36).
During the 1930s, black voters joined the Democratic Party, often pro-
viding critical votes in close state and local elections. Yet party leaders
sought to preserve whites’ political dominance within the party and to
defend their position vis-à-vis the black newcomers (Reichley 1992, 259).
In the case of Latinos, before the late 1980s, the parties paid scant atten-
tion to the group and even worked to actively depress Latino political par-
ticipation (de la Garza and DeSipio 1996).
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Racial division and exclusion continue today, and white racial attitudes
remain strong determinants of party behavior. To build their electoral
bases, parties appeal to moderate whites because white voters make up the
majority of the electorate. Party leaders believe that if they appeal to
blacks, whites will defect as a consequence of hostility toward programs
perceived as bene‹ting blacks. “The behavior of party leaders re›ects their
belief that the nation is divided along racial lines, and that the prominence
of racial issues is bound to disadvantage one of the parties in a system of
two-party competition. . . . The stakes of a winner-take-all electoral system
only heighten this ambivalence, since it is crucial for party leaders to
respond to the opinions of the median voter. These concerns lead party
leaders to attempt to manipulate the two-party system in a manner that
denies the primacy of race, all the while con‹rming that very primacy”
(Frymer 1999, 34). To preserve their coalitions and appeal to (white)
swing voters, the Democratic and Republican Parties marginalize black
interests. Both give preference to white voters, who are perceived as being
ambivalent or even hostile toward blacks. Thus, the parties make little
effort to represent policy perspectives that would bene‹t blacks or to
mobilize the black community toward political participation.

Because antiblack attitudes are closely associated with hostility toward
other racial minority groups and immigration (Burns and Gimpel 2000,
218), we can extend Frymer’s argument to minority immigrants. This is
not to say that discrimination against Latinos and Asian Americans mirrors
that against African Americans. Each group faces distinct stereotypes as
well as different forms and levels of racism (C. Kim 1999; T. Lee 2000),6

but white hostility toward Asian American and Latino immigrants is well
documented (R. Lee 1999; Santa Ana 2002). As levels of immigration to
the United States have increased, so have negative attitudes toward immi-
grants, and this hostility is not race-neutral. Public opinion surveys con-
ducted from 1984 to 1995 suggest that Americans believed that immigra-
tion from Europe was “at about the right level” but that immigration from
Asia and Latin America was “too high” (Lapinski et al. 1997). Further,
racial stereotypes of Latinos are associated with negative attitudes toward
immigration (Burns and Gimpel 2000). The racial minority status of many
immigrants and the racial stereotypes that they face are likely to in›uence
party organizations to distance themselves from the Asian American and in
some cases Latino immigrant communities. The parties are especially likely
to distance themselves from those immigrants who generate negative atti-
tudes among voters—that is, those who are poor or without documents.
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In the case of Latino immigrants, fears of alienating white swing voters
might explain why the parties and candidates shied away from discussing
legalization for undocumented immigrants during the 2004 campaigns.
Instead, the candidates opted to reach out using symbols of inclusion and
emphasized traditional family values and education. This rhetorical and
symbolic strategy allowed them to appeal to Latinos generally without
offending white swing voters by offering substantive policies that would
bene‹t undocumented Latinos, an unpopular group. Although party lead-
ers are not likely completely to reject the growing Latino community,
beliefs about white swing voters’ racial attitudes may cause of‹cials to dis-
tance themselves from some unpopular segments of the community.

California illustrates the incentive for parties to distance themselves
from racial minorities. The state has some signi‹cant gaps in public opin-
ion between whites and other racial groups (Hajnal and Baldassare 2001).
Whites (24 percent) are more likely than blacks (14 percent), Asians (13
percent), or Latinos (13 percent) to agree that ethnic and racial change is
bad for their region. When asked whether immigrants today constitute a
burden on California, 22 percent of Latinos, 29 percent of Asians, and 45
percent of blacks responded in the af‹rmative, whereas a majority of
whites (53 percent) did so. Moreover, the public-opinion divide was exac-
erbated by the fact that although whites made up just 54 percent of all
adults in California in 2000, they accounted for 70 percent of all voters.

Rogers makes the important point that “whatever the impetus for the
party’s practice of selective mobilization, then, it only reinforces racially
stratifying trends and patterns of participation—New York’s political
insiders are preponderantly white, while the outsiders and marginal players
are mostly nonwhite” (2000b, 98). Though parties may not discriminate
against immigrants based on race, the fact that the majority of all immi-
grants are nonwhite (from Latin America, Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean)
means that lack of mobilization in immigrant communities is likely to lead
to political outcomes that are unequal across racial groups. In short, even
when race issues do not directly determine party behavior, they can nega-
tively affect mobilization in immigrant communities of color.

Party Outreach: Symbolic Politics versus Mass Mobilization

In›uenced by the three factors that act as disincentives and constraints
impeding mainstream parties from mobilizing immigrant communities,
the national mainstream parties have largely ignored minorities and espe-
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cially minority immigrants. Gradual changes have been apparent since the
late 1980s, but efforts continue to be limited primarily to symbolic ges-
tures rather than the type of mass mobilization of immigrants that was
apparent in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 2000,
researchers and pundits proclaimed that a genuine change in party behav-
ior was taking place because, it was believed, the Democratic and Repub-
lican Parties were ‹nally taking minority populations seriously. In retro-
spect, it appears that the efforts in that campaign represented merely
more of the same, and 2004 also saw no signi‹cant changes. An analysis
of national party strategies and activities clearly demonstrates how the
nationalization of parties has contributed to lack of immigrant mobiliza-
tion at the local level. Neither major party has paid attention to the
speci‹c characteristics of Asian American or Latino immigrant popula-
tions, nor have the parties expended resources on face-to-face mobiliza-
tion. Although both the Democrats and the Republicans emphasized
mobilization during the 2004 campaign, the vast majority of their
resources went to media campaigns rather than mobilization (J. Green
2004). The failure is most apparent in the political parties’ treatment of
the Latino community.7

Political Party Outreach to Latinos

Despite Latinos’ long presence in the United States, political parties have
throughout most of the nation’s history worked actively to demobilize
Latinos from participating in the political system, using such measures as
English-literacy requirements and blatant discrimination (de la Garza and
DeSipio 1996, 14; DeSipio 1996). With the exception of the 1960 presi-
dential race, notable for the Kennedy campaign’s effort to reach Latino
voters via local Viva Kennedy! clubs, mainstream party interest in Latinos
was virtually nonexistent before 1988 (DeSipio and de la Garza 2005).
That year, Latino leaders and organizations worked to develop a more
positive relationship between Latino communities and the political parties
by attempting to in›uence party policy priorities and asking the parties to
heed Latino concerns (DeSipio and Rocha 1992).

The 1988 election proved to be a harbinger of future party response to
the Latino community. Both parties claimed to be making an effort to
recruit Latino voters. Although they granted Latinos greater visibility, nei-
ther party addressed Latino issues or invested resources in mobilizing or
increasing Latino voter turnout. Most party appeals to Latinos consisted
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of symbolic outreach requiring minimal time, resources, and policy com-
mitments (DeSipio and Rocha 1992, 15). Democratic candidate Michael
Dukakis spoke Spanish on occasion and emphasized his immigrant ances-
try (DeSipio and Rocha 1992). The Dukakis campaign ran Spanish-lan-
guage advertisements and established Viva Dukakis clubs, but these were
underfunded and controlled primarily by Dukakis staffers in Boston
(DeSipio and Rocha 1992, 16, 175). Republican presidential candidate
George H. W. Bush emphasized his family’s ties to the Latino community
through his son, Jeb, who is bilingual, and Jeb’s wife, Columba, who is
Mexican American. The party recruited Latinos as state-level party orga-
nizers and tried to improve the party’s image among non-Cuban Latino
groups, which had traditionally shunned the Republicans (DeSipio and
Rocha 1992).

In 1992, the Republican Party again used the Spanish-language media,
and Bush, now the incumbent, continued to emphasize his familial ties to
the Latino community. The Republicans again chose a prominent mem-
ber of the Latino community, Gloria Gonzalez-Roemer, to second the
presidential nomination. Latino participation at the national convention
was greater than in years past, yet no Latino-speci‹c issues were included
in the convention messages (de la Garza and DeSipio 1996). Instead, the
Republican Party platform included strong support for increased border
control, and convention speakers voiced their concerns that immigrants
were abusing the American social welfare system (Elder 1999).

The Democrats, for their part, condemned the Republican policies that
Latinos viewed as hostile, but the party did not break from tradition in
terms of advocating for Latino-speci‹c issues such as more inclusive lan-
guage policies and immigrant rights (Elder 1999). Instead, much of Bill
Clinton’s campaign revolved around the rhetoric of inclusion while deem-
phasizing the party’s links with speci‹c minority communities: “Clinton
downplayed traditional Democratic party efforts to seek minority votes
with specialized messages” (DeSipio, de la Garza, and Setzler 1999, 12).
This would prove a new strategy (de la Garza and DeSipio 1996; DeSipio,
de la Garza, and Setzler 1999).

Although proposals of speci‹c interest to the Latino community were
absent, symbols of Latino inclusion were quite apparent. For example,
Clinton introduced his national education plan at the predominantly
Latino East Los Angeles College. In terms of substantive efforts, a few
high pro‹le and prominent Latinos received key or leadership positions:
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Gloria Molina was Rules Committee cochair, and Edward Roybal served
as convention cochair. However, the Latinos who spoke at the Democra-
tic National Convention did so only outside of prime time. Adelante con
Clinton y Gore (Forward with Clinton and Gore) clubs received party sup-
port in the most competitive states but were not effective for mobilization
elsewhere. Perhaps the most substantive Democratic efforts were the mon-
itoring of polling places to ensure that Latinos were not unfairly dis-
quali‹ed from voting and the establishment of a national Hispanic voting
rights hotline. The lack of consistent mobilization in Latino neighbor-
hoods by either party was apparent throughout the campaign. Indeed,
fewer eligible Latinos voted in 1992 than had voted in 1988 (de la Garza
and DeSipio 1996).

By 1996, the Republican Party had given up efforts to win Latinos on
the basis of substantive policy appeals (Elder 1999). Instead, following
close on the heels of congressional Republicans’ adoption of the Contract
with America and the passage of the Republican-supported Illegal Immi-
gration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act, the Republican plat-
form contained measures Latinos opposed. The offending proposals
included termination of the automatic citizenship accorded U.S.-born
children of undocumented immigrants and the right of those children to a
public education (Elder 1999; DeSipio 2001). This hard-line stance made
it dif‹cult to employ symbolic outreach at their national convention,
where, not surprisingly, Latino delegates were noticeably absent (DeSipio,
de la Garza, and Setzler 1999, 21). By 1998, most of the anti-immigrant
policies had been reversed, but in the eyes of many Latinos, the Republi-
cans’ image had suffered (Elder 1999; Neal 2003; R. Ramirez forthcom-
ing).8

In 1996, the Democratic Party sought to persuade Latinos to join by
arguing that Republican attacks could best be countered by a Democratic
president. Laurel Elizabeth Elder’s interviews with Democratic Party lead-
ers reveal that the party’s strategy throughout the 1990s was to “exploit
the Republican Party’s alienation of Hispanic voters, without [offering]
any speci‹c policies to further the interests of Hispanics themselves”
(1999, 271). Even though Latinos already occupied key positions in the
Clinton administration, on the Democratic National Committee, and as
Democratic elected of‹cials at various levels of government (DeSipio, de
la Garza, and Setzler 1999), the Democrats implemented decidedly mixed
policies. They opposed Republican attempts to completely dismantle
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bilingual programs and services but avoided addressing immigrant-rights
issues and even called for stronger border controls and helped to enact
laws that denied legal immigrants government bene‹ts (Elder 1999).

The 1996 Democratic campaign was, once again, heavily symbolic. A
memo circulated among Latino Democratic National Committee mem-
bers emphasized that “visually, Latinos needed to see the president stand-
ing in Latino neighborhoods; viscerally, they needed to see themselves or
people who looked like them in party ads” (Subervi-Vélez and Con-
naughton 1999, 53). The Democratic Party established the Of‹ce of
Latino Outreach, staffed by Latinos, which coordinated the party’s out-
reach strategy, as well as Adelante con Clinton clubs in twenty locales
nationwide, and it committed $2.5 million (out of a $217 million war
chest) to run a Spanish-language media campaign. However, these efforts
targeted registered Latino voters. Federico A. Subervi-Vélez and Stacey L.
Connaughton note that the strategy during the Clinton reelection cam-
paign was “to have the president’s carefully constructed messages repeat-
edly disseminated only to those registered Latino voters most likely to
in›uence the campaign by tipping the electoral college balance in their
respective states” (1999, 62).

Despite the use of Spanish-language media by both parties, campaign
strategies were largely devoid of mass mobilization efforts aimed at Lati-
nos. A correspondent for Univisión, the largest Spanish-language televi-
sion station in the United States, noted that during the 1990s, top of‹cials
from both parties contacted the station, a dramatic change from the
1980s, when “no one in Washington would return our calls” (Armando
Guzmán quoted in Elder 1999, 285). However, the campaigns continued
selectively to target constituencies, and in the case of Latinos, the focus
was on Latinos who were already mobilized. The 1996 campaign failed to
make voters out of Latino nonvoters (DeSipio, de la Garza, and Setzler
1999, 12–13).

In sum, despite the Republican Contract with America in the middle of
the decade, the 1990s saw the Democratic and Republican Parties gradu-
ally paying greater attention to the Latino population, but this develop-
ment manifested primarily in terms of symbolic visibility at the state and
national levels. However, consistent with their tendency to selectively
mobilize voters, both parties continued to shun mass mobilization and to
target those Latinos most likely to vote. Despite the utilization of Spanish-
language media, parties did not expend resources in an attempt to connect
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with Latinos not yet mobilized, preferring instead to focus on partisan
supporters through increasingly centralized and high-tech strategies. Fur-
ther, perhaps because they feared alienating white swing voters, neither
party offered substantive policy bene‹ts aimed directly at the Latino com-
munity. Consequently, the Republican and Democratic Parties played a
minimal role in facilitating the political involvement of most Latinos and
particularly Latino immigrants.

In 2000, researchers and pundits proclaimed that the Latino popula-
tion, long considered a sleeping giant in American politics, had awakened,
and the Democratic and Republican Parties were going to heed the reali-
ties of demographic change. For the ‹rst time in history, Latinos outnum-
bered black Americans, becoming the country’s largest minority at more
than 12 percent of the population. Voter-registration rates for Latinos had
been rising consistently for the previous twenty years, as had their share of
the national electorate. In 1976, Latinos comprised 2.4 percent of the
national electorate; by 2000, that ‹gure was estimated at 7 percent, an
increase of 300 percent over twenty-four years (Fraga and Ramirez 2000).
Signi‹cantly, Latinos were concentrated in the states with the largest num-
bers of electoral votes.

Analysts of the 2000 election tend to agree that “more than in any pre-
vious national election, Latinos gained the direct attention of the major
Democratic and Republican candidates for president” (Fraga and Ramirez
2000, 1). The campaigns utilized the Spanish-language media more than
ever before, and both presidential candidates used Spanish in their
speeches. George W. Bush addressed Latino crowds with, “Mi corazón es
Hispano” (My heart is Hispanic), and Al Gore introduced himself by say-
ing, “Llamáme Alberto” (Call me Alberto). A Ganamos con Gore! (Let’s
Win with Gore) subcampaign organization was set up. The Bush team
hired Sonia Martinez, a Mexican American immigrant, as its bilingual pub-
lic-relations spokesperson (DeSipio and de la Garza 2005). At the con-
ventions, Latinos and Latino symbols were very visible. California’s lieu-
tenant governor, Cruz Bustamante, one of the country’s most prominent
Latino politicians, spoke during prime time the night that Gore accepted
the Democratic nomination, and Abel Maldonado, a Republican member
of the California Assembly, gave a speech in Spanish on the Republican
Convention’s ‹nal night. The Mexican American band Los Lobos played
for the Democrats, and Mexican singer Vicente Fernandez entertained the
Republican delegates. Although the Democrats had four hundred Latino
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delegates on the ›oor compared to the GOP’s seventy-three, Latino
Republican delegates reported that they sensed a new openness their party
(LeDuc and Melton 2000).

In marked contrast to the 1990s, anti-immigrant and anti-Latino
rhetoric did not characterize the policy debates in the 2000 election,
which was a step—albeit a weak one—toward greater inclusion. Both
Gore and Bush underscored tolerance toward immigrants. The Bush cam-
paign proposed new resources for processing naturalization claims, and
although it did not put forth policies that aimed to bene‹t Latinos in par-
ticular, the campaign sought to appeal to the group by emphasizing com-
passionate conservatism and family values (DeSipio and de la Garza 2005,
44). The Gore campaign supported the Latino Immigrant Fairness Act, a
legalization program, and proposed more liberal education and health-
care policies that would likely appeal to Latino voters (DeSipio and de la
Garza 2005). Luis Fraga and David Leal contend that the Bush campaign
in particular engaged in a strategy of rhetorical and symbolic inclusion that
was designed reach out to Latinos without alienating median white voters:
“There are demonstrations of understanding and respect for Latinos and
their communities. However, the material interests of many of these vot-
ers, such as for English language training, long-term immigration reform,
increased access to adequate health insurance, and greater opportunities
for home ownership, are rarely mentioned, if at all. When they are men-
tioned, such as with early descriptions of educational reform resulting in
the No Child Left Behind Act and the need to rethink temporary guest
worker programs, the details of funding and implementation are not
speci‹ed” (2004, 309).

Latino leaders and community members welcomed the parties’ long-
awaited efforts to reach out to the group. However, disappointment in the
parties’ efforts set in quickly. As the campaign proceeded, outreach efforts
by the candidates and parties dropped off dramatically: “The sense of dis-
appointment among Latino activists [was] deep, especially given the
promise of the primaries and the summer conventions, when both sides
declared this would be the year in which the Latino vote was vital” (Tobar
2000, A-17). Commenting on the election, Cecilia Muñoz of the
National Council for La Raza said, “We seem to have made one transition,
which is that candidates get it, that they need to be campaigning in our
community. And that’s been re›ected in their use of the Spanish language
and in the overall tone and tenor of the campaign, and in the extraordinary
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amount of marketing that is being aimed at our community.” But she also
went on to say that “for the most part, the focus has been on marketing
and not on policy. We would note that Latinos didn’t come up in any of
the presidential debates” (Fountain 2000, A-26).

Asian American Immigrants: Left Behind?

Although the 2000 election represented a change in the parties’ relation-
ship with Latinos, non-Latino immigrants remained on the perimeters of
party outreach efforts. In particular, the Republican and Democratic Par-
ties did not target Asian Americans during the 2000 elections. The Demo-
cratic Party’s lack of commitment to that community was apparent on its
campaign Web site, where the page focused on outreach to the Asian
American community was available in English only. This is surprising
given that the 2000 Census shows that nearly 80 percent of Asian Ameri-
cans speak a language other than English at home.9 Although it may be
unrealistic for the parties to make outreach efforts accessible in every Asian
language, it would not require immense resources to translate their mate-
rials from English into three or four of the Asian languages most com-
monly spoken in the United States. Despite the best efforts of Asian Amer-
ican campaign staffers, the outreach efforts of both the Democratic and
Republican National Committees remained nearly invisible.

Selective mobilization strategies were one of the reasons that the parties
failed to target Asian Americans during the 2000 campaign. Although
Asians are one of the fastest-growing major racial or ethnic groups in the
country, the 2000 Census showed that fewer than 5 percent of the U.S.
population identi‹ed itself as Asian; of Asian American adults, approxi-
mately 40 percent were noncitizens (Jamieson, Shin, and Day 2002). Like
their Latino counterparts, Asian Americans are geographically concen-
trated in a few electoral-vote-rich states, such as California, New York, and
Illinois, but these were not battleground states in the 2000 election.

Perceptions of Asian American voting and partisanship patterns may
have been another factor. Furthermore, it is unlikely that Democrats or
Republicans see Asian Americans, even eligible Asian Americans, as likely
voters. Despite exhibiting higher education and income levels than the
population as a whole, Asian Americans have some of the lowest voting
rates of any racial or ethnic group. Only one out of every four adult Asian
Americans voted in elections throughout the 1990s according to Current
Population Survey data (Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004). In terms of par-
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tisanship, those Asian Americans with a party preference tend to lean
slightly toward the Democratic Party. In the 2000–2001 Pilot National
Asian American Survey, 36 percent of Asian American respondents self-
identi‹ed as Democrats, 14 percent as Republicans, and 13 percent as
independents. Notably, however, about 20 percent did not think of them-
selves in partisan terms, and 18 percent claimed that they were uncertain
about their party identi‹cation or refused to give a response.

Thus, half of Asian Americans in the survey did not identify with an
American political party. If the Democratic or Republican leadership
believes that Asian Americans are not likely to vote, it is reasonable that
they would also believe that spending resources to mobilize that group
would be unwise. Given the uncertain partisan attachments of Asian Amer-
icans, a campaign may also hesitate to mobilize Asian Americans because it
is not clear what candidate those mobilized voters would ultimately sup-
port. Accentuating this point, Kathay Feng of the Asian Paci‹c Legal Cen-
ter in Los Angeles says, “I think politicians are very savvy and very calcu-
lating about how they spend their education or marketing dollars. A
politician’s greatest fear is . . . to wake up the voters who are going to come
out and vote for someone else” (quoted in Somashekhar 2002, 1).

Yet small population size and weak partisan attachments do not explain
fully the parties’ marginalization of the Asian American population. His-
torically, other small population groups, such as Jewish Americans and
African Americans, have received more (if still limited) party attention. In
some places, such as California, exit polls and surveys show consistently
that Asian Americans make up the same proportion of registered voters as
do African Americans. Further, rather than view Asian Americans’ lack of
commitment to a particular party as a problem, parties might consider
Asian Americans an important swing vote, open to party recruitment and
in›uence (Nakanishi 1991). Asian Americans represent a ripe opportunity
for parties to appeal to a constituency through issue mobilization. Garrett
Yee, president of an organization that encourages Chinese Americans to
get involved in local politics, argues that Asian Americans “make their
decisions based on the person and the issue, not the party. Most people
philosophically want to think that, but Asian Americans actually do that”
(quoted in Somashekhar 2002, 1). Thus it seems that community organi-
zations, which mobilize around issues rather than partisan platforms, may
be well positioned to assist with Asian American political mobilization.

Race may be yet another reason parties do not court Asian Americans,
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who are stereotyped as foreigners with no legitimate place in the political
system. This hypothesis is consistent with American public opinion. A ran-
dom telephone survey of 1,216 Americans, conducted in January and
March 2001 by the Committee of 100 (an Asian American advocacy orga-
nization) and Yankelovich Partners (2001), found that more people would
reject an Asian American presidential candidate (23 percent) than would
reject a black candidate (15 percent), a woman candidate (14 percent), or
a Jewish candidate (11 percent). According to community leaders, both
parties distanced themselves from the Asian American community follow-
ing allegations in 1996 that the Clinton administration improperly
accepted donations from Asian nationals living in the United States. The
racialization of the campaign scandal was epitomized by a National
Review cover illustration featuring President Clinton, Hillary Rodham
Clinton, and Vice President Al Gore as yellow-faced caricatures. Shortly
after the allegations arose, the Democratic National Party began doing
background checks and audits on all donors with “Asian-sounding” sur-
names. The perception that during the campaign ‹nance investigations,
the media, and the Democratic National Committee targeted Asian Amer-
icans because of their race has led some to speculate that “the fund-raising
scandal will have a ‘chilling effect’ on Asian Paci‹c American participa-
tion” (Nakanishi 1999b, 35).

Although immigrants from Latin America and Asia began arriving in the
United States in signi‹cant numbers in 1965, party mobilization over the
past forty years has been the exception rather than the rule. Whether par-
ties’ behavior will shift toward a more sustained effort to mobilize con-
temporary Asian American and Latino immigrants depends on changes in
the political environment and institutional incentives as well as demo-
graphic changes.

Election 2004: More of the Same?

The three factors discussed earlier (changing campaign tactics as a result of
party nationalization, selective mobilization strategies, and assumptions
about political attitudes among immigrants and median voters) help to
explain the parties’ limited effects in terms of mobilizing Latinos during
the 2000 and 2004 presidential campaigns. First, a nationalized campaign
strategy focused on winning the electoral vote in speci‹c battleground
states and reduced the incentive to woo Latino voters because the major-
ity are not concentrated in most of those states (Florida, New Mexico, and
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Arizona do contain signi‹cant Latino populations, but the vast majority of
Latinos live outside of these states). In 2000, as it became clear that Gore
would take California, the campaigns of both candidates focused their
attention elsewhere. At the end of October, a reporter from the Los Ange-
les Times wrote, “The battle for Latino hearts and minds is a lesser
sideshow to the all-out push to win centrist voters in states such as Michi-
gan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania” (Tobar 2000, A-17). Hector Orci, a
Latino activist and founder of La Agencia, a New Mexico advertising
agency targeting Latinos, commented, “The circumstances of this election
have led both candidates to ignore the Latino vote almost completely,
because tactically, they don’t see it as important” (quoted in Tobar 2000,
A-17).

In 2004, the battleground states remained largely unchanged from
2000.10 Thus, the two parties failed to target mobilization efforts at Cali-
fornia (home to about one of every three Latinos in the nation), New York
state (one of every eight), and Illinois (one of every ‹fteen). Only 20 per-
cent of all U.S. Latinos but 40 percent of all non-Latino whites live in the
battleground states. Consequently, Latinos are about half as likely as
whites to live in the states that were the focus of the past two presidential
campaigns. In 2004, as a result of these demographics, the vast majority of
the parties’ resources were directed toward states that are disproportion-
ately white. Adam J. Segal of the Hispanic Voter Project at Johns Hopkins
University observed in late September 2004, “Most of the Hispanic voters
across the nation will never see or hear a paid advertisement by the cam-
paigns and will likely never see the candidates at events in their state. Lim-
ited resources force the campaigns to make trade-off decisions based on
this year’s election. This short-term strategy unfortunately does little to
contribute to broader, long-term national political gains for the Hispanic
community” (Segal 2004, 3).

Second, the shift in mobilizing tactics to the use of sophisticated media,
direct-mail, and market-research techniques at the expense of local out-
reach meant that in a handful of battleground states, both parties targeted
only the most likely Latino voters. Louis DeSipio and Rodolfo de la Garza
conclude that in 2000 both parties were “narrow in their focus, seeking
only to reach Latinos who [were] likely to vote. Although this segment of
the Latino electorate continues to increase, the number of eligible non-
voters continues to grow as rapidly. As a result, campaign and party invest-
ment in outreach did not necessarily mean that presidential campaigns at
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the end of the twentieth century had become more likely to increase
Latino turnout” (DeSipio and de la Garza 2005, 21). The campaigns and
parties spent record amounts of money courting the Latino vote via Span-
ish-language media outlets in 2004. By late September of that year, the
Kerry campaign had spent more than the Gore-Lieberman campaign and
the Democratic National Committee combined in 2000 (Segal 2004, 2).
In an interview, Rosalind Gold, senior director of policy, research, and
advocacy at the National Association of Latino Elected Of‹cials
(NALEO), acknowledged in late October 2004 that the parties were
spending money on advertising and ‹eld operations in the battleground
states, but she also observed that the “parties are very, very heavily media-
oriented. . . . I don’t know how much of their ‹eldwork is being targeted
speci‹cally toward Latinos, except in the battleground states.”11 The
Bush-Cheney campaign also set records, devoting $3 million to Spanish-
language advertisements by August 2004 (Segal 2004, 3). However, for
the majority of the campaign, patterns of party outreach appear to have
remained similar to those of 2000. Despite the unprecedented amounts of
money that both groups contributed toward Spanish-language advertis-
ing, Latino outreach efforts remained mostly limited to the airways and
focused on the battleground states (where fewer Latinos live). Both parties
failed to mobilize Latino participation at a mass level.

Third, in the face of statistics that showed that the voting rate for all
Latino adults in the United States is less than 30 percent (compared to 55
percent of the general adult population), the parties may have believed
that courting the Latino vote, especially outside of key battleground
states, was not worth the effort and expenditure of resources. However,
although almost 40 percent of adult Latinos were ineligible to vote
because they were not citizens, 79 percent of registered adult Latinos
voted in 2000, which compares favorably with the 86 percent rate for the
registered population as a whole (Jamieson, Shin, and Day 2002). DeSipio
and de la Garza observe that although “electoral institutions have
increased their sophistication at reaching out to Latinos and the number
of Latinos voting has increased, there is still no pattern of overall Latino
electoral mobilization that reaches more than a small share of Latino
adults” (2005, 16). Had the parties expended the effort, they might have
belied the misperception about Latino political apathy.

The parties also made little effort to address Latinos’ substantive policy
concerns and instead discussed those concerns super‹cially. This strategy
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allowed the parties to try to appeal to Latinos without alienating white
swing voters who might not support more direct measures that would
bene‹t Latinos. During 2004, both candidates sought to reach out to
Latinos by emphasizing substantive policy priorities in the areas of educa-
tion, health care, and job creation generally, which a series of town hall
voter forums organized by NALEO had revealed were the most salient
issues for Latino voters. However, when asked in an interview whether the
two candidates were doing a good job of addressing these issues, NALEO
Director of Communications Erica Bernal answered,

No. And I’ll give you a perfect example about why. We visited eight
communities, talked to over six hundred Latinos ranging in age, socio-
economic status. We didn’t hear one person who thought that No
Child Left Behind was working. . . . Latino voters are saying, “50 per-
cent of our kids are not graduating, our schools are overcrowded, our
teachers are underpaid, they’re not credentialed properly, so who’s
going to give me something that’s going to ‹x my child’s education and
make sure that they’re successful?” So there’s a particular perspective
that the Latino communities are facing. Even though education is
thrown around, Latinos are not hearing any substantive policy that’s
going to ensure their children’s success.

Although the two candidates may have addressed issues important to
Latinos, they did not offer speci‹c policy recommendations that addressed
core Latino concerns about the issues. Further, a Los Angeles Times
reporter observed that although the GOP featured more minority dele-
gates at its convention than had previously been the case, its “bid for
minority votes is . . . hindered by the animosity that some of Bush’s poli-
cies and decisions have stirred up in black and Latino communities. . . .
Many Latinos question Bush’s no-citizenship program for illegal immi-
grants, and stricter rules on travel to Cuba are dividing the Cuban Ameri-
can vote in Florida” (Neuman 2004, A-26).

As the size of the Latino population has grown and its voting potential
has become more apparent, the Republican and Democratic Parties have
shown greater interest. In the future, they may continue in this direction
and recruit votes in Latino communities, but party efforts to this point
have been primarily symbolic. The focus has been on recruiting Latinos
into key party positions, adopting policy platforms that appeal to (or at
least are not perceived as hostile to) Latino interests, and targeting only
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those members of the Latino community already registered to vote.
Noncitizen immigrants and other major ethnic groups, including Asian
Americans, have been ignored.

Asian Americans received far less attention than Latinos in 2004. Dur-
ing the campaign, Karen Narasaki, president of the National Asian Paci‹c
American Legal Consortium, commented, “In this election season, I think
we’ve been fairly invisible” (USA Today 2004, 1). Echoing these senti-
ments, David Lee, executive director of the Chinese American Voters
Education Committee, said of the 2004 campaign, “Traditionally, neither
party has spent much effort reaching out to Asian Americans. . . . As a
result I think you have a very large untapped population” (Schwartz 2004,
A-21). One reason for this is that parties and candidates do not under-
stand the contours and internal diversity within the Asian American com-
munity well enough to conduct effective outreach efforts. “Asian votes
should be courted, not taken for granted,” Cao K. O, executive director of
the Asian American Federation in New York, told an Associated Press
reporter in July 2004. “At the same time, politicians and the political par-
ties don’t know how to court the Asian vote” (Armas 2004). That same
month, a coalition of Asian American media representatives complained
that the Kerry campaign and Democratic National Committee were over-
looking Asian American media outlets (Hua 2004).

Although they broke records in their campaign fund-raising, the parties
seemed reluctant to devote more than scant resources to the mobilization
of Asian Americans in 2004. The Republican National Committee
included more Asian American delegates at its convention than ever before
and created a steering committee of 175 Asian Americans, encouraging
them to host house parties and participate in phone banks. The commit-
tee also included Asian Americans in its Team Leader program, imple-
mented to recruit Republican supporters. In October 2004, the Demo-
cratic National Committee initiated APIA Voice, a get-out-the-vote
campaign that targeted Asian American voters and involved the hiring of
Asian American ‹eld directors and organizers, the production of multilin-
gual materials, and in-language phone banking and canvassing efforts.
Nevertheless, most community members were disappointed in the two
parties’ outreach efforts (Armas 2004; Schwartz 2004).

In the last months of what was shaping up to be a close campaign, it was
clear that undecided voters represented the holy grail for the parties and
candidates. In theory, they should have targeted Asian American regis-
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tered voters because, as late as August 2004, fully 20 percent of Asian
Americans were undecided about their candidate choice (New California
Media 2004). In fact, Asian American likely voters included a much larger
proportion of undecided voters than did their Latino counterparts. By July
2004, only 3 percent of Latino likely voters remained undecided about the
two presidential candidates (Greenberg et al. 2004). Further, the number
of Asian Americans who actually cast a vote grew at a tremendous rate
from 1996 to 2000—22 percent, compared to 19 percent for Latinos and
just 4 percent for whites (Passell 2004). Yet the two major parties failed to
mobilize most Asian Americans, in part because of selective mobilization
strategies that focused on likely voters in battleground states. The Demo-
cratic National Committee’s APIA Voice campaign focused almost exclu-
sively on the battleground states and was not well funded compared to
other aspects of the campaign. Like their Latino counterparts, only about
one out of every ‹ve Asian Americans lives in a battleground state.

The parties’ shift to mass-media and direct-mail tactics, use of selective
mobilization strategies and need to maintain existing coalitions, desire to
appeal to white swing voters with moderate views on race, and mispercep-
tions about immigrant apathy have led the Democratic and Republican
Parties to avoid mass mobilization strategies, which had been the norma-
tive strategy in the ‹rst half of the twentieth century (see Escobedo 2002;
de la Garza and DeSipio 2004; see also DeSipio, de la Garza, and Setzler
1999). The behavior of the major parties in the presidential campaigns
since 1988 shows that minorities and especially immigrants cannot yet
count on parties as primary sources of political mobilization.

Local Politics in New York and Los Angeles

Many of the constraints and disincentives experienced by the Democratic
and Republican Parties at the national level are also in evidence at the local
level, although these forces manifest differently on the neighborhood
stage than they do in presidential campaigns. An examination of local pol-
itics in New York and Los Angeles illustrates the problems arising from
weakened local party structures and changing campaign tactics, selective
mobilization strategies and the need to maintain existing party coalitions,
and assumptions about political attitudes among immigrants and median
voters.

Turning to an overview of politics in New York and Los Angeles, it is
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apparent that mainstream political structures at the local level, such as
community boards or local political organizations, have been slow to rec-
ognize or incorporate Asian American and Latino immigrants. Instead,
labor organizations, workers’ centers, advocacy and social service organi-
zations, ethnic voluntary associations, and religious institutions have par-
tially taken on the responsibility of mobilizing Asian Americans and Lati-
nos to participate in the political system.

The Political Context in New York City

New York City is often described as a one-party town (Arian et al. 1991).
Democratic Party organizations are part and parcel of the history of poli-
tics in New York. From the nineteenth century through the 1960s, Tam-
many Hall, a classic, big-city machine based in Manhattan, dominated the
city’s political life. Machines developed in the other counties as well, draw-
ing on the city’s resource pool of public-sector jobs and social services to
maintain control of local elections. In the contemporary era of candidate-
centered and media-driven campaigns, however, politics in New York has
been described as more “fragmented” than in the years before reforms and
changing urban demographics weakened the political machine (Wade
1990). The city is made up of ‹ve counties created by an 1898 charter;
each county is characterized by a unique political context, with “its own
party rules, identity, political dynamics, and county leader” (Mollenkopf
1992, 77). Despite this fragmentation, the Democratic Party retains con-
trol of most state and local elected positions despite the conservatism
exhibited by recent New York City mayors such as Rudolph Giuliani and
Michael Bloomberg.12

The most important municipal election is for mayor (Arian et al. 1991;
Mollenkopf 1992, 69). The Democratic Party no longer determines who
will win that of‹ce but still in›uences lower-level positions (Mollenkopf
1992, 78). The city’s smallest units of political-party organization are
assembly districts, which function as wards, although the assembly districts
are not the most critical of‹ces. In general, two leaders are elected in each
district, and those district leaders elect a county leader, who is similar to a
party boss. New York City district leaders seldom face reelection chal-
lenges, and many are legislators or the relatives of legislators. Although
reformers and insurgents have challenged the party organization at the
local level, the city’s political organization remains based on Democratic
clubs that nominate the local leadership and produce the candidates for
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city council and state assembly seats (Arian et al. 1991). John Mollenkopf
notes that the in›uence of the party clubs has declined since the
mid–twentieth century: “Most observers would agree that the grass-roots
organizational base of New York’s political parties has decayed. Evidence
to support this view may be found in the weakness of the regular Demo-
cratic political clubs compared to the 1920s or even the 1950s. They are
fewer, have smaller and more elderly memberships, no longer provide the
sole access to political careers, and play a smaller role in citywide political
campaigns” (1992, 77).13 Despite their declining in›uence, party clubs
retain some power, especially in terms of controlling how the city grants
government contracts and, in the assembly districts where clubs are most
active, providing a healthy margin of victory to candidates (Mollenkopf
1992, 80, 122).

Despite the rapidly growing numbers of Latino and Afro-Caribbean
immigrants, which make them a rich source of potential votes in several
New York assembly districts, the weakened local party organizations have
not reached out to these groups, preferring instead to protect existing
coalitions. In his study of Latino immigrant political participation in
Queens, Michael Jones-Correa asserts that “given that the political
machine in Queens is long established, and has only token competition,
machine politicians have little interest in disrupting the status quo” (1998,
82).14 As a result, Latinos in Queens receive little attention from the local
party organizations (see also Mollenkopf 1992, table 4.1). Reuel Rogers
identi‹es a similar phenomenon, noting that the Brooklyn Democratic
Party has made virtually no effort to mobilize Afro-Caribbean immigrants
and has failed to sponsor voter-registration drives or to support Afro-
Caribbean candidates. Rogers attributes this phenomenon to the party’s
desire to avoid “bringing new unpredictable voters into the electorate”
(2000b, 93). In the past, however, Afro-Caribbeans had a stronger pres-
ence in the city’s political life (Kasinitz 1992).15

The need to protect the status quo intersects with selective mobilization
strategies and the need to appeal to moderate white swing voters in sur-
prising ways. Both Jones-Correa and Rogers note that because the Demo-
cratic machine is ‹rmly entrenched in Queens and Brooklyn, it has little
incentive to expend resources to attract votes from immigrants, who tend
to be unregistered and nonvoters. Rogers notes, “To be sure, party gate-
keeping and selective mobilization can be explained as a purely rational,
race-neutral strategy that allows Democrats to maintain their hegemony
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and the political status quo. But the practice undeniably produces racially
strati‹ed patterns of participation. The party’s core of traditional voters
turns out to be more white and native-born than the overall population,
while the nonvoters on the political margins are mostly nonwhite immi-
grants from the Caribbean, Latin America, and Asia” (2000b, 97).

In terms of shaping the political landscape in New York, civic associa-
tions represent another set of important local institutions. These associa-
tions frequently have connections to local party organizations—in some
cases, they are in fact the same organization or have overlapping leader-
ship. Most focus on quality-of-life issues having to do with street safety,
zoning regulations, garbage removal, and local politics. Here again, the
need to appeal to white swing voters proves a disincentive to immigrant
political mobilization (Sanjek 1998). Like the party clubs, most associa-
tions until recently were composed primarily of established white resi-
dents, who often exhibited ambivalence toward new immigrants in their
communities and consequently have done little to bring immigrants into
the organizations.

The dynamics in Elmhurst-Corona provide a good illustration of the
weaknesses of civic associations in mobilizing immigrant communities.
According to Roger Sanjek (1998), during the 1970s and 1980s, residents
of Elmhurst-Corona, which was fast becoming one of the most ethnically
diverse parts of New York City, began establishing civic associations. Yet
“only in small numbers, or in the outer layers, did any Latin American,
Asian, or black newcomers appear” (263). When someone suggested
adding Spanish and Chinese pages to the Newtown Civic Association’s
newsletter, several members reacted strongly against the proposal, and
none were in favor.

Community Board 4, representing Elmhurst-Corona, had forty-‹ve
members in 1980. Despite the district’s racial diversity, only two members
were African American, three were Latino, and none were Asian (Sanjek
1998, 300). At times, the board’s leadership has demonstrated outright
racial hostility toward new immigrants, further diminishing the likelihood
that immigrants will turn toward civic associations or local government
institutions for help with getting involved in politics in New York City.
For example, Sanjek recalls the comments of the board’s chair during a
discussion of applicants for a new low-income housing development for
seniors: “Everybody’s name is Wang. . . . I know how to solve their hous-
ing problem—call the INS. We want our own people. Chinese have some
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nerve, saying we don’t speak Chinese. We were here ‹rst. We want our
neighbors in ‹rst” (1998, 303).

Since the 1990s, local civic associations and community boards have
become more open to immigrants in terms of both membership and lead-
ers. For example, Ron Casey, the chair of Community Board 2’s veterans’
affairs committee, expressed concern at an April 2001 board meeting
about the fact that only three Latinos served on the board despite the fact
that 35 percent of the area the board serves was Latino. “I’d like to see
diversity,” Casey said, noting that the board was made up mostly of third-
generation whites (quoted in Becker 2001, 2). However, perhaps because
of their initial reluctance to incorporate newcomers and the slow embrace
that followed, other local institutions such as labor organizations, workers’
centers, advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associ-
ations, and religious institutions are taking the lead in the political mobi-
lization of New York’s immigrants.

The Political Context in Los Angeles

In contrast to New York, Los Angeles is the “prototypical western
metropolis” (Sonenshein 2004, 19). In the early twentieth century, the
city’s leaders were committed to clean government, supporting reforms
designed to increase citizen participation and discourage corruption. As
Raphael Sonenshein points out, “Los Angeles is a model of the newer,
western cities [that] developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, shaped by Midwestern Protestant migrants who hoped to devise
an urban alternative to the ‘old, corrupt’ cities of the East and Midwest.
The antiparty norms of the Progressive movement found their greatest
expression in the West and were central to the development of the Los
Angeles political community. Party organizations have been virtually non-
existent in Los Angeles” (1993, 230).

This reform culture has received strong support from the city’s voters,
who hold strong antimachine attitudes. To select the mayor, the city holds
a nonpartisan primary followed by a runoff between the two most success-
ful candidates. The city’s strong council model requires that the mayor
share power with the ‹fteen city council members, each of whom is elected
every four years from single-member districts. Power rests in part with the
“permanent government” in Los Angeles, a coalition of progrowth busi-
ness executives, developers, and members of the bureaucracy (Sonenshein
1993). The city council is small compared to other cities, such as New
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York or Chicago, and is an important structural feature of Los Angeles
politics that affects Asian American and Latino political mobilization.
Because there are fewer seats on the city council, racial minorities have lim-
ited opportunities to achieve local political power (Mollenkopf, Olsen,
and Ross 2001). A small city council means fewer electoral opportunities
for coethnic candidates to mobilize Asian American and Latino immi-
grants (Sonenshein 2004, 255).

The historical weakness of the party structure is another notable feature
of Los Angeles (Fogelson [1967] 1993). Although the New York example
provides little evidence that minorities can rely on machines for political
mobilization, the historical absence of a political-machine culture in Los
Angeles has stringently limited the mobilization of Asians and Latinos. As
Sonenshein notes, “There were no political party organizations to recruit
precinct captains and mobilize minority voters. The doctrines of homo-
geneity and conservative reform left little incentive for elite groups to
incorporate new groups though balanced tickets” (1993, 33).

Despite the absence of a traditional big-city machine culture, Los Ange-
les is home to the Waxman-Berman political organization, run by west-
side politicians and fueled by money from Hollywood and developers
rather than by city patronage jobs and strong grassroots mobilization
strategies (M. Davis 1992; Fulton 2001). Indeed, rather than relying on
grassroots strategies, the Waxman-Berman organization led the country in
developing direct-mail and targeted-media campaigns and drew its
strength from fund-raising and mailing lists. Until the 1990s, when term
limits and Republican redistricting sharply limited its effectiveness, this
machine had been somewhat powerful in city politics, though never
absolutely dominant. The machine would slate candidates and promote
them through direct-mail campaigns, eventually dominating Los Ange-
les’s west side (Sonenshein 1993). The Waxman-Berman political organi-
zation and its strategies illustrate how both weak local party structures and
a focus on large-scale direct mail campaigns rather than on grassroots
mobilizing tactics discouraged immigrant mobilization in Los Angeles
(Fulton 2001, 46). Minority immigrants are seldom the target of the
super‹cial media campaigns that have come to dominate politics in Los
Angeles and at the national level.

Peter Skerry associates organizations like the Waxman-Berman one with
the “nationalization” of American politics, characterized by the decline of
neighborhood-based, machine-style politics and the rise of “elite-network
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politics” (1993, 375). Elite networks are exclusive groups of elected
of‹cials, staffers, and in some cases advocacy organizations relying primar-
ily on direct mail and television advertisements that tend to have weak ties
to Los Angeles communities: “The clique may not have roots reaching
down into Los Angeles, but it has plenty of branches extending widely
across the state” (228). This trend has created a gap between local ethnic
communities and the larger political system. Historically, immigrants have
participated only at low levels in Los Angeles politics. Skerry notes that the
available political institutions (national parties, elite networks, political
consulting and polling organizations, and the media) “offer little help in
negotiating the gulf between the traditional values newcomers bring with
them and those of contemporary American society” (375).

New York and Los Angeles Compared

New York and Los Angeles are the two most populous U.S. metropolitan
areas (Halle 2003, 1). Both have been characterized as global cities because
of their dominant role in “national and international interactions” and
their critical position in global systems (Abu-Lughod 1999, 400). Despite
their similarities, the two regions are the product of distinct historical
forces (Abu-Lughod 1999) and represent different urban development
outcomes. New York is organized around a traditional urban core, while
Los Angeles is organized around a constellation of decentralized urban
clusters (Halle 2003; Fogelson 1993; Fulton 2001).

Immigrants from all over the world have settled disproportionately in
the Los Angeles and New York City regions (Waldinger and Lee 2001).
Immigrants from Mexico dominate the stream of immigrants entering Los
Angeles, while New York’s immigrant ›ow is more diverse (Cordero-
Guzmán, Smith and Grosfoguel 2001; Waldinger and Lee 2001; Abu-
Lughod 1999). New York has a longer history of immigration. The native
white population in New York is composed of the descendants of earlier
waves of Jewish, Italian, Greek, and Irish immigrants from Europe. In
contrast, many native white Angelenos are the descendants of Western
Europeans who settled ‹rst in small towns in the Midwest and then
migrated west. Sabagh and Bozorgmehr (2003) assert that the latter
group tends to be more nativist and that their presence in Los Angeles
partly explains greater anti-immigrant sentiment in Los Angeles compared
to New York. In addition, Mollenkopf (1999) argues that Los Angeles has
been more hostile to immigration than New York because New York’s
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demographic and political dynamics encourage greater collaboration
among ethnic groups. For example, whites in New York need to form
coalitions with other groups to govern, but that is not the case in Los
Angeles.

One of the most striking differences in political organization between
the two cities is that New York is a traditional machine-culture city
whereas Los Angeles has developed in the reformist mode. However, in
his study of urban reform, Sonenshein reminds us that both cities defy
simple characterizations. New York City has not only been home to
famous political machines and bosses but “has also been the cradle of the
urban reform movement.” And although it is held up as the quintessential
reform metropolis, Los Angeles shares many of the attributes of “unre-
formed big city government” (2004, 17). Further, New York and Los
Angeles have some important commonalities. In the 1990s, white Repub-
lican candidates succeeded African American mayors in both cities, and
both were challenged by secession movements, driven in part by white res-
idents’ negative attitudes toward an increasingly diverse metropolis. Yet
there are differences between the two cities in terms of their general fea-
tures (Mollenkopf, Olsen, and Ross 2001).

Political mobilization in New York is still based on local party organiza-
tions and neighborhood networks, whereas in Los Angeles, mainstream
political parties rely heavily on direct mail and media campaigns for elec-
toral and issue mobilization (Sonenshein 2003; Mollenkopf, Olson, and
Ross 2001). As a result, in New York, a salient factor vis-à-vis immigrant
political mobilization is the entrenchment of parties and coalitions that
selectively mobilize traditional supporters but not new voters as a means of
maintaining the status quo. In Los Angeles, the salient factor is selective
voter mobilization using sophisticated phone and direct-mail techniques
and media advertising aimed at narrowly targeted groups that are most
likely to support a particular candidate or policy issue.

John Mollenkopf, David Olson, and Timothy Ross (2001) and others
(Halle 2003; Sonenshein 2003) note additional differences: First, New
York City’s government is more organized and much larger than that of
Los Angeles. New York’s political system provides many more opportuni-
ties for people to get involved in politics, through election to local of‹ces
and low-level appointments, than does the system in Los Angeles (Mol-
lenkopf 1999). Local political of‹ces in New York City include represen-
tatives on the school board, city council, or assembly. An assembly mem-
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ber’s constituency can include as few as 140,000 people. In contrast, the
local of‹ce of county supervisor in Los Angeles represents more than a
million constituents (Fulton 2001, 45; Mollenkopf, Olson, and Ross
2001, 37; Abu-Lughod 1999). Los Angeles has relatively few city coun-
cil seats compared to New York City; consequently local races in Los
Angeles County rely heavily on the ability to raise money and spend it on
advertising and campaign professionals, whereas entry-level of‹ce seekers
in New York City can still rely on networks based on friends, neighbors,
and organizations. Minority immigrants have been running for the local
school board in New York City with increasing success. However, repre-
sentation is still limited. As mentioned earlier, despite Asian Americans’
long history in New York City, it was not until 2001 that John Liu, rep-
resenting northeast Queens on the city council, became the ‹rst Asian
American elected to citywide of‹ce and not until 2004 that Jimmy Meng
became the ‹rst New York City Asian American to serve in the New York
State legislature.

Both New York City and Los Angeles have citizen advisory bodies.
Community boards were introduced throughout New York City in 1969
to make recommendations on land use and budget decisions (Sanjek
1998). Their role is advisory, but at times they do wield power (Sonen-
shein 2003; Sanjek 1998). In 1999, Los Angeles voters approved charter
revisions that provided for neighborhood councils that would monitor
service delivery to local areas and make budget requests. Sonenshein
(2003, 310) argues that neighborhood councils became “the main vehicle
for enhanced citizen participation” in Los Angeles, while the community
boards remained part of a collection of local organizations, including local
party organizations, that could promote citizen participation in New York
City. As noted earlier, community boards have a long history of racial
exclusion but began to re›ect New York City’s diversity in the 1990s. The
community boards have not served traditionally as a step toward elected
of‹ce for residents of New York City (Sanjek 1998, 51). Los Angeles
neighborhood councils were disproportionately white in June 2004,
although Latino, black, and Asian American representation increased in
areas of greater non-Latino-white population (Musso et al. 2004).

Finally, opportunities for political mobilization for minority immigrants
may be affected by the presence and political calculations of minority polit-
ical elites. Mollenkopf, Ross, and Olson (1999) note that many elected
of‹cials in New York City, including those who are Jewish, black, and
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Latino, have a large number of immigrant residents in their districts.
However, “like all local elected of‹cials, these incumbents and their local
county parties like the electorate which put them in of‹ce and are in no
hurry to enlarge, and perhaps destabilize, that electorate or encourage
new political competition from immigrant of‹ce-seekers” (8). In Los
Angeles, second-generation immigrants often run for elected of‹ces. For
example, Xavier Becerra and Antonio Villaraigosa, both Mexican Ameri-
cans, emerged as two of the top six contenders in the 2001 mayoral pri-
mary election. Becerra’s mother is from Guadalajara, Mexico, and his
father was born in Sacramento, California, but grew up in Tijuana in Baja
California. Villaraigosa’s father was born in Mexico, and his mother was
born in the United States. Villaraigosa was elected mayor in 2005 (see
chap. 2). However, given that most Latino elected of‹cials in Los Ange-
les represent safe seats, mobilization of immigrants—which might disrupt
existing coalitions—is often not a priority. In their comparison of immi-
grant political participation in the two cities, Mollenkopf, Ross, and
Olson conclude that “neither New York nor Los Angeles County suggest
that native minority politicians will help to promote active citizenship
among and develop a political synergy with even closely related immi-
grant groups” (1999, 9).

Conclusion

Mainstream political parties’ long-standing involvement in immigrant
political mobilization has been undone during the past forty years, and the
parties’ absence at the local level can be explained by at least three factors:
(1) weakened local party structure and changing campaign tactics; (2)
selective mobilization strategies and maintenance of existing party coali-
tions; (3) assumptions about the political attitudes of immigrants and
white swing voters. Since the 1960s, political machines and party organi-
zations have shown little interest in organizing immigrants to participate
in the U.S. political system. The Democratic and Republican Parties have
nationalized, to the detriment of local party structures. To get out the
vote, today’s candidate-centered campaigns rely on direct mail, radio, and
television—not face-to-face interactions or neighborhood grassroots activ-
ity. The parties tend to engage in selective mobilization of those who have
the most resources in terms of income, education, and language skills
because those are the people who are most likely to vote. Parties will not
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expend their scarce resources on noncitizens, who cannot vote in federal,
state, and most local elections. The two-party, winner-take-all structure of
the American political system intensi‹es party reliance on an appeal to the
median voter. Moderate views on race in that bloc of voters represent an
incentive for parties to distance themselves from racial minorities or
unpopular groups within those minorities and from policies that might be
construed as bene‹ting those minorities. Because entrenched and reliable
blocs of party support might vanish in response to appeals to minorities
and especially to unpopular segments of minority groups such as undocu-
mented immigrants, such appeals are discouraged. In the context of these
many constraints and disincentives, immigrant enclaves—particularly the
majority located outside of battleground states—are ignored. Thus, par-
ties are not mass mobilizing immigrants, especially when they are poor,
lack citizenship, do not speak English, and are from a racial minority. Nor
are the parties likely to do so in the near-term future. However, this may
be a mistake and may be less rational than party leaders seem to believe. By
appealing to immigrants—even those who are not citizens—parties could
build their future bases and political power.

Would immigrants participate more if parties appealed to them? A long
history of research by political scientists has shown that mobilization is one
of the most in›uential determinants of political participation for Ameri-
cans generally (Gosnell 1927; Eldersveld 1956; Verba, Schlozman, and
Brady 1995). In their classic study of mobilization and political participa-
tion, Rosenstone and Hansen (1993, 170) ‹nd that people mobilized by
the two major parties over the course of presidential election campaign are
more likely to vote, to try to persuade others to vote, to work for a party
or candidate, and to contribute money to a campaign. Other studies show
that mobilization can substantially affect voter turnout among those who
are disadvantaged in terms of socioeconomic resources (Cain and McCue
1985; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993, 173). Mobilization is positively
associated with participation among Asian Americans and Latinos. Jan
Leighley (2001) shows that mobilization has a positive effect on Latinos’
political participation, and Lien, Conway, and Wong (2004) ‹nd that
mobilization by parties increases political participation among Asian
Americans. R. Ramirez (forthcoming) ‹nds that mobilization increases
turnout among Latino immigrants, although the effects of that mobiliza-
tion depend on the type and quality of contact. Using an experimental
‹eld research design, J. Wong (2004) ‹nds that mobilization increased
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turnout among Chinese (immigrants and nonimmigrants) in Los Angeles
County. Thus, a wealth of research suggests that increased efforts to mobi-
lize immigrants would signi‹cantly affect political participation.

The relationship between American civic institutions—parties and com-
munity-based organizations in particular—and political mobilization is
not relevant for immigrants alone. Parties are no longer bridging institu-
tions between government and constituents; instead, the parties operate at
the national level, and their reliance on the mass media and sophisticated
direct-mail strategies means that most Americans, not only immigrants,
are not targeted for direct mobilization. Face-to-face, personal contact—a
factor that is strongly associated with political participation (Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Gerber and Green 2000; Leighley 2001)—
is no longer the primary feature of political organizing. Lack of mobiliza-
tion by parties is exacerbated by features of the American political system,
including redistricting practices that have led to a decline in competitive
elections, that also undermine mobilization.

In the gap, community organizations are critical, especially because they
can reach those who are resource- and skill-poor, the group that parties are
the least likely to target because, according to traditional criteria, it is the
least likely to participate. Labor organizations, workers’ centers, advocacy
and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations, and reli-
gious institutions are directly connected to immigrant and poor commu-
nities and can engage in ethnic-speci‹c mobilization strategies and prac-
tices. Community organizations are reaching out to involve day laborers,
noncitizens, and non-English speakers in the U.S. political system. That
makes those organizations crucial in terms of helping the country move
closer to ful‹lling its ideals of political equality. Community-based organi-
zations may represent a more promising source of mobilization than polit-
ical parties, not just for immigrants but also for the population as a whole
(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Leighley 2001).
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4 The Role of Community
Organizations in Immigrant 

Political Mobilization

Organizations that do community-based work—labor organizations,
workers’ centers, social service organizations, advocacy organizations, eth-
nic voluntary associations, and religious institutions—appear to have great
potential for politically mobilizing Asian American and Latino immigrant
communities. When asked which civic institutions had been important for
involving the Chinese community in the U.S. political process, a Chinese
American leader, active in a campaign for a Chinese American candidate in
Los Angeles, revealed the role that these organizations have in immigrant
politics. Rather than mentioning a traditional political party or even the
elected of‹cial for whom he had campaigned, he named a nonpro‹t legal-
advocacy organization serving Asian Americans: “I think the Asian Paci‹c
American Legal Center has done a great job of getting people to register
to vote and helping people in the community.”

Community organizations have long been active in politically mobiliz-
ing immigrant groups (Skerry 1993; Skocpol 1999a; Hall 1999; Sterne
2001; A. Lin forthcoming), but their centrality to the process is something
new. During the ‹rst half of the twentieth century, political machines and
party organizations courted immigrant groups, running consistent, com-
mitted mobilization efforts at the neighborhood level. In those efforts, the
political institutions worked closely with churches, fraternal organizations,
and other community organizations. Since the 1960s, however, the col-
laboration between parties and community organizations has weakened
notably. Community organizations are more likely to focus on promoting
immigrants’ and minorities’ civil and economic rights than on getting out
the vote. The proliferation of nonpro‹t organizations (Berry 1997) incor-
porated under the 501c(3) section of the Internal Revenue Code, which
precludes participation in any political campaign on behalf of a candidate
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running for public of‹ce, has also undermined collaboration between par-
ties and organizations. A third factor is that the political parties have
shifted their focus to the national level and no longer have a presence in
neighborhoods (Conway 2001). The relative absence of political parties
has created a vacuum in terms of immigrant political organizing at the
local level. Community organizations are stepping into the breach.

Community Organizations: Incentives & Strengths for 
Mobilizing Minority Immigrant Communities

Local community organizations have certain strengths and incentives for
politically mobilizing minority immigrant groups. Three stand out: (1) the
desire for organizational maintenance, (2) connections between the lead-
ership and immigrant constituencies and leaders’ resulting expertise
regarding the immigrant group, and (3) transnational connections.

The ‹rst incentive is shared with organized groups everywhere: com-
munity organizations seek to expand their membership and constituencies
to build a base and increase effectiveness (Hrebenar and Scott 1990; C.
Thomas and Hrebenar 1999). In contrast to political parties, community
groups are often interested in the power of numbers of individuals rather
than in absolute voting power alone. Thus, community organizations have
an incentive to reach out to noncitizens and others who may not be obvi-
ous potential voters as a means of increasing the organizations’ in›uence,
clout, and ability to achieve policy goals. Immigrants represent a sizable
bloc of potential constituents. By claiming to represent a large number of
people, a community organization can increase its in›uence and policy-
making power. As one community activist explains, having more immi-
grant participants at events, such as demonstrations, contributes to the
success of those activities by generating more attention from the media,
elected of‹cials, and the public.

My personal feeling is that there is still a lot to be said about mobilizing
large numbers of people to take action and to show support for a
speci‹c issue or policy or whatever concern they have. I think about the
time of Proposition 187 [the mid-1990s], when immigrant rights,
including legal immigrants, were being attacked. In [California, there]
was the largest march and rally I had seen in the whole time I’ve lived in
L.A. I think upwards of twenty-‹ve thousand people or maybe more—
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it might have been many, many more—marched through the streets of
L.A. for immigrant rights, primarily led by the Latino community. And
that really changed the tone in the city of L.A. . . . The tone was set that
attacks on immigrants—immigrant bashing—was not going to be
accepted, and this was because tens of thousands of people were in the
streets.

Further, to expand its membership base, the organization must create
activities and provide services that will attract and solidify its potential con-
stituency. An obvious approach is to provide a group with what it lacks. In
the case of immigrants, this can include education (English as a second
language and citizenship training), services (health care, legal advice),
information (logistical, work-related, political), and a reinforcement of
positive self-identity (through ethnohistorical commemorations, religious
rites, and social events such as soccer games), among other things. Orga-
nizations provide immigrants with the tools explicitly needed for natural-
ization (such as English pro‹ciency and a knowledge of U.S. history and
civics). Furthermore, by providing services, sharing information, and rein-
forcing group identity, organizations help to give their constituents some
of the traits that are generally characteristic of civically active segments of
the population—social and economic stability and positive self-identity.
Finally, the provision of these things builds a connection between the
organization and its constituency so that the organization is positioned to
mobilize people around relevant issues.

A second strength of community organizations for working with immi-
grants is that the organization leaders often have close ties to immigrant
communities and are committed ideologically to immigrant and minority
rights. It is not uncommon for leaders to be ‹rst- or second-generation
immigrants who have grown up in—or have parents who grew up in—
immigrant communities. All of the forty community leaders interviewed in
the ‹eldwork for this book were immigrants or the children of immigrants.
Because of these close personal af‹liations and common concerns, leaders
may be impelled to involve immigrants in the organization’s work and
activities. For example, when asked why he decided to organize Asian
Americans, one leader mentioned his commitments to the community: “I
think once you have a better understanding of your cultural heritage and
the stark conditions your community is facing in this country, it makes you
want to do something about it, to be part of a legacy that was started by
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farmworkers and laborers who struggled at the turn of the century. Being
exposed to that developed that consciousness in me and has got into my
work.” The transmission of historical knowledge and cultural identity bol-
sters positive group identity and helps to create a community within the
United States that is vital and anchored rather than bleak and temporary.
These are signi‹cant steps along the slow path that over time leads to full
political incorporation. In the past, political parties provided some of the
resources needed to move along that path, but today community organi-
zations appear to have replaced parties as the source of tools that immi-
grants must acquire to participate in politics.

Because leaders have or develop strong social and cultural connections
to immigrant communities, they may be more effective in terms of mobi-
lization. They can engage in culturally sensitive strategies and reach out to
immigrants in their native language. One community organizer empha-
sized the importance of linguistic skills and ethnic awareness for achieving
successful mobilization.

Unless you have that language capacity, it is going to be impossible to
make inroads in these communities. It’s not even so much [that] you
need to understand culturally the community, because you can learn
that once you have the language access and once you can talk to actual
members in the community and go into their neighborhoods and meet
with them, and that’s where these organizations have an advantage.
They tend to be staffed by second-generation and even later Asian
Americans, but people who have consciously tried to maintain their lan-
guage heritage or who have just learned on their own or who have hired
other folks—‹rst-generation immigrants who do have a language capac-
ity—they’ve made that a priority. And so I think that’s the single-most
important factor in being able to mobilize these communities.

In contrast, for the most part, mainstream political leaders have at best
tenuous connections to the local community. This does not bode well for
political parties’ ability to mobilize locally because leadership is key to
group mobilization (Cigler 1985; Nownes and Neeley 1996). Even if the
mainstream parties made an effort to balance their national-level, mass-
media-driven strategies with some efforts at more local and personal
appeals, they would be hard-pressed at present to ‹nd people who are not
already community organization leaders but would be positioned to move
immigrants along the road toward naturalization and voting. In his study
of Latino politics, Louis DeSipio observes that “electoral and institutional

92 Democracy’s Promise



politics appear only after a foundation of mutualist, civic, and community-
focused politics is laid” (2002, 1).

In addition, organizations are run by individuals who have or develop
extensive expertise in and familiarity with immigration policy and law,
labor laws, naturalization procedures, minority-health-care issues, civic
and language education, economic and development problems, and other
social-service concerns. Involvement in these areas is a strength because
these issues frequently become points of political contention and mobi-
lization in communities. The leadership and staff of community organiza-
tions are well positioned to organize and mobilize politically around these
concerns. They can do that because they have ‹rsthand experience with
these issues and because they have the cultural sensitivity and direct, per-
sonal contacts needed to reach the people who will respond to challenges
in these areas. That experience, coupled with years of providing immi-
grants with services and information, can endow an organization with
strong legitimacy that helps it to mobilize immigrants. In contrast, politi-
cal party organizations, especially local chapters, are much less likely to
have teams of experts in place to work on a day-to-day basis on mobiliza-
tion around issues of concern to immigrant communities.

Anecdotal evidence gathered during interviews with Chinese and Mex-
ican immigrants demonstrates that many immigrants continue to have a
deep interest in the politics and events relating to their homelands. Thus,
in terms of fostering a strong base of immigrant support, it is not surpris-
ing that a third strength for community organizations lies in their transna-
tional connections and work.

Immigrants have been the agents in creating new transnational philan-
thropic organizations and in instituting transnational practices within
existing organizations. Migrants just from the Mexican state of Zacatecas
have created more than 250 clubs located throughout the United States.
In terms of new organizations created by immigrants, hometown clubs are
a prime example of groups that use transnational practices to mobilize
immigrants to participate in politics not just in their homelands but also in
the United States. Associations in the Federation of Zacatecan Clubs of
Southern California are active regarding hometown issues, and their mem-
bers lobby Mexican political authorities on these topics, but they have also
sponsored scholarships for students in Southern California and protested
Proposition 187, the 1994 California ballot measure that aimed to restrict
services to illegal immigrants (Levitt 2002).

The Support Committee for Maquiladora Workers in San Diego, which
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organizes Asian immigrant women to document unsafe working condi-
tions in maquiladoras near the U.S.-Mexican border and to provide social
services to the predominantly female Mexican maquiladora workforce,
provides another example of an organization that uses transnational orga-
nizing to engage immigrants. For immigrant and native women working
in subsistence-wage jobs, these partnerships have helped to build cross-
border solidarity and communication that transcends ethnicity. Lisa Lowe,
who has studied the support committee, notes, “Labor organizing proj-
ects are changing both in response to the modes of global restructuring
and to the changes in immigration and immigrant communities over the
last two decades; new strategies aim to take on the dif‹cult work of forg-
ing understanding and political solidarity between women and men across
racial and national boundaries” (1998, 41).

Implications of Mobilization by Community Organizations

With the decline of a strong political party presence at the local level, con-
temporary community organizations are poised to take an even more
prominent role in the political lives of immigrants than has been the case
in the past. If community organizations continue to take on this role, they
are likely to (1) provide multiple channels of political socialization; (2)
increase the opportunities for noncitizens to participate in the U.S. politi-
cal process; (3) develop single-issue-based political agendas; and (4) foster
the retention of ethnic identity as a component of organizational strategy.

First, community organizations are likely to mobilize immigrants
around a wide range of political activities, both electoral and nonelectoral.
Involvement of noncitizens in nonelectoral activities raises questions
about the relative effectiveness of electoral versus nonelectoral participa-
tion. Many political scientists consider electoral participation to be the
cornerstone of political participation (Wol‹nger and Rosenstone 1980;
Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Par-
ties and elected of‹cials also tend to focus on electoral participation
because votes and electoral victories are the source of their power.
Although the value of nonelectoral activities remains an open question,
the research for this book indicates that participation in activities other
than voting and campaigns, especially if that participation occurs through
an array of different types of community organizations, may represent an
easily overlooked element of immigrants’ involvement in politics, as
acknowledged by others who have studied nonelectoral participation
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(Piven and Cloward 1978; Echols 1989; Wei 1993; Kelley 1994; Verba,
Schlozman and Brady 1995; Wrinkle et al. 1996). Robin Kelley writes elo-
quently about the “need to break away from traditional notions of poli-
tics” preoccupied with voting and participation in formal social move-
ments (1994, 4). He claims that to understand the full scope of political
participation, we must look beyond traditional political institutions and
focus on oppressed groups’ efforts to organize through institutions out-
side of the mainstream as well as their ability to transform both main-
stream and more marginalized institutions (10). Further, he encourages
greater attention to unique forms of political participation beyond voting
or such traditional grassroots activities as protesting.

Second, because community organizations seek to expand the size of
their bases (unlike political parties, which single-mindedly pursue the vote
among a narrow group of likely voters), community organizations are
more likely than are parties to focus their energy on noncitizens. As they
mobilize immigrants generally, community organizations will also mobi-
lize noncitizens, giving that group—which mainstream parties have tradi-
tionally ignored because they cannot vote—an opportunity to participate
in certain aspects of American politics, such as protesting, picketing, and
testifying at public hearings.1

Third, while mobilization by political parties is likely to lead to organi-
zation around a party platform or comprehensive agenda, mobilization led
by community organizations is likely to be driven by issue-speci‹c and
issue-oriented strategies. Parties are the vehicles of America’s two compet-
ing ideological agendas, republicanism and liberalism (Reichley 1992).
The two parties mobilize around broad sets of policies re›ecting these ide-
ological agendas, which are framed in more universal terms to appeal to
people at the state or national level. In contrast, the policy concerns
around which community organizations mobilize their constituencies
tend to be much narrower and more speci‹c in scope. They are likely to
mobilize around a single issue or set of related issues affecting an immi-
grant community—for example, legalization, worker rights, or language
policy. It may be easier to mobilize around a local issue or speci‹c issue
that is related to concerns that directly affect people. A personal concern
may prompt individuals to become politically involved. The degree to
which community organizations mobilize around a speci‹c set of commu-
nity concerns may vary considerably, but most do so to a greater extent
than the two major parties.

Finally, a distinguishing feature of contemporary community organiza-
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tions is that they allow for a strong retention of ethnic identity and a role
for it in organizing. Political parties may periodically engage in symbolic
outreach to immigrants based on perceived aspects of immigrant culture
such as language and ethnic foods, but because they must also appeal to
white swing voters, they are not deeply committed to supporting or rec-
ognizing diverse cultural practices or traditions. Community organiza-
tions, in contrast, often simultaneously offer political activities (such as 
citizenship classes) and cultural activities (such as ethnic-language instruc-
tion for children, training in traditional dances, or traditional ethnic festi-
vals). Community organizations also seek to protect immigrants from cul-
tural or ethnic discrimination. For example, the Asian Paci‹c American
Legal Center in Los Angeles has fought several legal battles to ensure lan-
guage rights for immigrants and to change language policies at the Los
Angeles Police Department. Some organizations have launched public
education campaigns to teach the wider community about the speci‹c tra-
ditions of the represented group. The dual nature of the activities that
today’s community organizations promote not only distinguishes them
from political parties but also sets them apart from the community organi-
zations of the ‹rst half of the twentieth century, such as settlement houses,
which were assimilationist in orientation.

The extent to which these four implications are associated with any
speci‹c type of organization varies. Nonetheless, understanding those
implications helps us to distinguish the ways in which community organi-
zations’ role in immigrant mobilization is likely to affect the future direc-
tion of immigrant participation.

Community Organizations in the Absence of Parties

Contemporary community organizations are taking responsibility for
many types of immigrant activities that used to be associated with political
machines, including applying for citizenship and naturalization, voter reg-
istration, voter education, and getting out the vote. They have not entirely
replaced political parties, however, because the community groups have an
array of responsibilities. Only rarely can an organization be involved con-
sistently or full time in political activities. They also face serious limitations
in terms of ‹nancial resources, as comments by a leader of a nonpro‹t that
focuses on voting rights in the Latino community illustrate.
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How we try to situate ourselves with that kind of mission is by organiz-
ing the community around elections. We do that by doing voter educa-
tion, voter registration, and get-out-the-vote [work]. We work within a
very speci‹c moment of the political process. That de‹nes a lot of our
organizing, but it’s also required because our community is so large,
and money-wise, there’s no way to sustain ourselves. There’s a whole
question of continuity, because we don’t have the money to work con-
tinuously. We practically work within different windows of opportuni-
ties, within certain conjunctures, political conjunctures.

Some community organizations have had surprising success in politi-
cally mobilizing their constituencies. In certain instances, community
organizations have mobilized the least advantaged segments of the immi-
grant community, those individuals who have few resources, do not speak
English, and are not citizens—day laborers, garment workers, and undoc-
umented immigrants among others. According to traditional theories of
political participation (especially socioeconomic theories), this segment of
the U.S. population is the least likely to participate politically. Under-
standing how organizations have mobilized those people may provide
important insights about how civic institutions could mobilize immigrants
more generally and potentially even other segments of the U.S. popula-
tion.

Immigrants acknowledge community organizations’ importance in
motivating newcomers’ political participation. Mexican and Chinese
immigrants interviewed in New York frequently connected their level of
participation in U.S. politics to their level of involvement in community-
based advocacy organizations. For example, a thirty-nine-year-old Mexi-
can immigrant who had lived in New York City for sixteen years claimed
that since he had never belonged to an organized community group in the
United States, he didn’t “have the experience” needed to participate in
politics. In contrast, a twenty-nine-year-old Mexican who had been living
in New York for only three years had joined a Mexican workers’ organiza-
tion there and had recently attended two protests, one outside the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service of‹ces to call for amnesty for undocu-
mented immigrants and another outside a New York City restaurant
calling for workers’ rights. He claimed that he had joined because of the
group’s goal of protecting immigrants from labor exploitation and abuse.
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Chinese immigrants who were interviewed in Los Angeles also tended
to view involvement with an organization or group as key to their political
involvement in the United States. One forty-nine-year-old Chinese immi-
grant who had lived in the United States for thirteen years claimed that he
was not very involved in U.S. politics because he did not know people will-
ing to work with him to address the issues about which he cared. In con-
trast, a Chinese immigrant woman who had lived in the United States for
only a year said that she was interested in getting involved in politics and
seemed to believe that participation in a group would be an important step
in that direction: “I’m still new. I’m working on forming a group and get-
ting involved.”

The community organizations that I studied covered an array of forms
and missions. The work and strategies of (1) labor organizations and
workers’ centers, (2) advocacy, social service, and ethnic voluntary organi-
zations, and (3) religious institutions highlight community organizations’
contributions to immigrant mobilization. These three groupings do not
suggest rigid analytical categories. Instead, they help to describe the vari-
ety of community organizations that mobilize immigrants into politics.
The speci‹c organizations described loosely ‹t under each grouping.

Data collected in part through ‹eldwork consisting of participant obser-
vation, gathering materials from community organizations, and in-depth
interviews conducted in New York City and Los Angeles with Chinese and
Mexican immigrants and individuals af‹liated with organizations that pro-
vide social, legal, political, or issue-oriented services for these immigrants
inform the descriptions. I conducted interviews with forty individuals
af‹liated with organizations that provide social, legal, political, or issue-
oriented services for Chinese or Mexican immigrants in New York or Los
Angeles, including the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project,
One-Stop Immigration, the Asian Paci‹c American Labor Alliance, the
Chinatown Service Center, the Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights,
and the Asian Paci‹c American Legal Center in Los Angeles and the Chi-
nese Voter Education Alliance, the Chinese Staff and Workers’ Associa-
tion, the Catholic archdiocese, the Latino Commission on AIDS, and the
Asociación de Tepeyac in New York. These research methods provided a
rich source of qualitative information about the ways that community orga-
nizations mobilize Chinese and Mexican immigrants as well as the chal-
lenges they face. Interviews with organization leaders revealed some of the
motivations and political commitments driving institutional activities and
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the strategies that are bringing immigrants into the political system. (The
methods used in the study are described in greater detail in the appen-
dix.)2 My observations are intended to provide a personal, descriptive, and
process-oriented view of how certain leaders have come to understand
their organizations’ roles vis-à-vis immigrant communities. The observa-
tions also allow for an assessment of how community institutions, local
mobilization efforts, and neighborhood settings structure opportunities
for immigrant political mobilization in the United States.

Labor Organizations and Workers’ Centers

It is surprising that national labor unions3 and their local af‹liates are
mobilizing immigrants because labor organizations have often taken an
ambivalent—if not overtly anti-immigrant—stance toward racial minori-
ties (Takaki 1989, 199; K. Wong 1994). At the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, the American Federation of Labor did some selective immi-
grant organizing, “appealing to the early arriving Irish and Germans and
to skilled labor, but openly and vituperatively opposing newer, unskilled
immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe and from Asia” (A. Lin
forthcoming, 17). Labor organizations’ contemporary efforts to include
immigrants partly re›ect changing demographic and economic realities.
At the end of the twentieth century, the increase in immigrant workers
within the U.S. manufacturing and service sectors coincided with an over-
all decline in union membership. In response, labor leaders began actively
to recruit Latino and Asian immigrants (Greenhouse 2000a, b). A high-
ranking member of the California Federation of Labor even claimed that
“immigrant workers from Mexico and Central America . . . are the
strongest part of the workforce for us” (Cleeland 2000, A-1).

Nevertheless, not all unions or sectors of the labor movement have
embraced immigrants. Even though the American Federation of
Labor–Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) has recently
made efforts to include Asian and Latino immigrant workers, Alicia
Schmidt-Camacho notes that “the institutionalized labor movement still
privileges the skilled, male, white labor force in both its structures of rep-
resentation and in its vision for combating the erosion of labor rights
under the globalization of capital. The crisis of international trade union-
ism is a direct result of the hyper-differentiation of workers along lines of
race, gender, nationality, and immigration status” (1999, 92). An example
is the slowness with which traditional unions have responded to the needs
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of restaurant and garment workers in New York’s Chinatown (Kwong
1996). National trade unions and their local af‹liates undeniably continue
to struggle with their commitment to fully incorporate and represent
immigrants, women, people of color, and other marginalized groups.
Thus, building a strong relationship between unions and immigrant work-
ers remains a challenge (K. Wong 1994).

There are, however, signi‹cant signs of progress. Racial minorities and
women are slowly gaining leadership positions within the “new labor
movement” (M. Chen and Wong 1998; Mantsios 1998; Milkman and
Wong 2000). This new generation of leaders demonstrates a greater com-
mitment to inclusion of nonwhite immigrants than did their mostly white,
mostly male predecessors. This new vision has translated into some
encouraging, tangible activities.

The AFL-CIO created the California Immigrant Workers Association in
1989 to help Latino immigrants with citizenship and English acquisition.
In addition, in February 2000, the AFL-CIO called for amnesty for
undocumented immigrants. In October 1999, at a major labor event at
the Staples Center in Los Angeles attended by many Latin Americans,
immigrants were symbolically welcomed with the availability of simultane-
ous English-into-Spanish translation. The September 2003 Immigrant
Workers Freedom Ride (IWFR) was spearheaded by labor. Modeled on
the 1960s freedom rides, immigrants from all over the United States
embarked on bus journeys to Washington, D.C., and New York City,
stopping at places throughout the country where local communities were
facing labor, immigrant, or civil rights struggles. After reaching Washing-
ton, participants lobbied Congress for immigration reforms, including an
amnesty program and more liberal family-reuni‹cation policies (see
Greenhouse 2000c; Goldman 2003, A-25).

Today, unions are essential to immigrant political mobilization (Milk-
man 2000). A Chinese American labor leader who works with a New York
union local 90 percent of whose members are Chinese immigrant garment
workers noted that the city’s proposal to build a jail in Chinatown cat-
alyzed union members’ political organizing:

In 1983, the city decided to build a jail in Chinatown. And the reason
they decided to build it was because they said that “Nobody votes in
Chinatown. We can get away with it.” And the union joined with a lot
of the groups to actually get all of the shops to stop working. We had a
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rally of ten to twenty thousand people out there. . . . Stories of the ’80s,
of the union after the strike, was really heavily building alliances around
political action. And encouraging voter registration. So in ’84, we did
really massive voter registration; the ‹rst Chinese judges were elected.
The union has been involved in a lot of the voter registration drives and
the ‹rst efforts to elect Chinese into of‹ce, also in spearheading a lot of
the lobbying efforts, like how do you lobby political of‹cials. On the
immigration issues, we’ll send buses to Washington and stuff like that. 
. . . Since we are working now with an Asian population, I think we’re
able to do quite a lot of strong education to the community as to how
to do some of this stuff . . . the nuts and bolts of politics. And I think
we’re able to impart that back to the community in a way that’s got peo-
ple much more involved. And not just the workers, and not just our
members, but also the community at large.

That particular union has organized more than twenty thousand Chinese
immigrant garment workers in New York’s Chinatown and mobilized
more than a thousand workers to rally in Sunset Park, Brooklyn, in 1995,
in that neighborhood’s ‹rst large political rally.

As one union leader in Los Angeles noted, “For unions to be successful,
they have to embrace a much broader vision of who they are and what they
do. . . . They see the necessity of addressing all aspects of workers’ lives,
from the political arena to the social arena to [the] economic. And it’s the
same type of organizing skills whether you are bargaining for a contract or
leading an organizing campaign, or ‹ghting Proposition 187 or 209. . . .
So I think that most successful unions have been able to skillfully combine
both political mobilization and organizing.”4 This statement represents an
approach to labor organizing that takes seriously immigrant involvement
in the U.S. political system.

Some unions provide immigrant members with a space to receive and
share information about how the U.S. political system works and about
the basics of politics in this country. The few Chinese and Mexican union
members interviewed for this book all stated that their unions had pro-
vided them with information about U.S. politics.

Political organizing by unions is also noteworthy because some unions
build bridges across “city trenches,” to use Ira Katnelson’s (1981) term.5

Whereas Katznelson and others contend that workers often view labor
issues and community issues as separate and unrelated areas of struggle,
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today there are signs that the union’s presence in immigrant workers’ lives
is not limited strictly to the workplace. The AFL-CIO held the Convoca-
tion for Working Families in Los Angeles in October 1999. The theme
was “community alliance building,” and it was followed by an AFL-CIO-
organized a forum on hate crimes against immigrants, gays and lesbians,
and religious minorities. Commenting on the forum, one organizer said,
“Our message, in terms of why we organized that forum and why we set it
up the way we did, was, once again, [that] we wanted unions, as critical
institutions, to understand that they have a much broader role in society
that extends beyond the workplace. And that it is imperative for unions to
speak out against hate crimes, to mobilize community response, and to be
at the forefront of ‹ghts against racism and for equality.” In addition, the
AFL-CIO sponsored town hall forums on immigration and immigration
rights in Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and Atlanta in which not only
union members but also community organizations and immigrant-rights
advocates participated.

Recent organizing campaigns by janitors in Los Angeles and New York
indicate that immigrants see a strong link between workplace and politi-
cal struggles (Waldinger et al. 1997; Greenhouse 2000b). That is, work-
ers often see their ‹ght for higher wages and bene‹ts as political. One
organizer for the Service Employees International Union’s Justice for
Janitors campaign in Los Angeles framed it as a ‹ght for “rights, not just
wages”: “We said, ‘There’ve been ‹ve demonstrations. It’s probably very
dif‹cult for you, but we ask for your support as we ‹ght for our rights.’
And it turned out to have a positive impact” (quoted in Waldinger et al.
1997, 40).

Immigrant workers’ centers also help to mobilize immigrants.6 A few
workers’ centers are af‹liated with unions, but most are independent,
community-based organizations made up of low-wage workers. These
organizations form to help protect workers’ rights and wages and to give
workers, many of them immigrants, a stronger voice in their communities.
“Workers’ centers pursue their mission through a combination of strate-
gies: service delivery: such as legal representation to recover lost wages,
English as a Second Language classes, and job placement, advocacy:
speaking on behalf of low-wage workers to local media and government,
and organizing: building an association of workers who act together for
economic and political change” (Fine 2003, 1). Examples of workers’ cen-
ters include the Chinese Staff and Workers’ Association (CSWA) in New

102 Democracy’s Promise



York City, Korean Immigrant Worker Advocates in Los Angeles, and the
Workplace Project in Long Island, New York. Workers’ centers also exist
in Chicago; Minneapolis; and Alexandria, Virginia.

The CSWA, with of‹ces in Chinatown and Sunset Park, organized a
petition drive and several demonstrations outside the New York State
Workers’ Compensation Board to call for an overhaul of the workers’
compensation system. Despite their long and hard hours and the risk of
apprehension, about one hundred immigrant workers made the effort to
attend one demonstration. CSWA played a key role in organizing workers
to testify at hearings for state legislation aimed at protecting garment-
industry workers from employer exploitation. One worker recalled that
after she joined the center’s Women’s Project, she became active in chal-
lenging the gender discrimination and substandard conditions for female
garment-industry workers.

Labor unions and workers centers represent a unique and potentially
potent space for political coalition building because although many com-
munity organizations are segregated, it is possible in some cases for
“African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, Asian Paci‹c Americans,
and European Americans to work side-by-side” (K. Wong 1994, 340).
The involvement and cooperation of a range of ethnic groups may fortify
the unions’ and workers’ centers’ efforts to mobilize immigrants politi-
cally. It is too early to know if these organizations will remain a source of
political mobilization for immigrants, but their efforts to construct com-
munity alliances and develop a relationship with immigrant communities
may allow them to build a sustained mobilization in some areas (for fur-
ther examples, see Bonacich 1999; Saito and Park 2000). In addition, if
unions in particular remain committed to recruiting more women, immi-
grants, and people of color into leadership positions, they are likely to
become even more effective at political mobilization.

The implications of labor organizations’ and worker centers’ involve-
ment in immigrant political mobilization are clear. Unlike the two major
parties, these organizations are not primarily interested in getting candi-
dates elected to of‹ce and so they are more likely than parties to involve
non-citizens in a wide range of political activities. For example, the 2003
IWFR organized by labor unions drew attention to the struggles of immi-
grant workers. Along the bus route, workers and their supporters took
part in rallies, and IWFR members wrote letters and columns advocating
immigrant worker rights, which were printed in major newspapers across
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the country. IWFR organizers invited noncitizen workers to take part in
the activities, and a number of them traveled on the buses. Signi‹cantly,
better working and living conditions for noncitizens was an important
demand made by the riders. The IWFR is an example of labor organizing
workers beyond narrowly de‹ned worker rights to address immigrant
rights as well. However, compared to most political party platforms,
worker and immigrant rights represent a speci‹c and narrow set of con-
cerns.

Given the declining role of mainstream party machines and organiza-
tions in mobilizing immigrants, it is important to consider the relationship
between political parties and the labor movement in particular. Some
argue that labor is an “ancillary organization” of the Democratic Party
because the labor movement has long shown strong ‹nancial and logisti-
cal support for Democratic candidates (Schattschneider 1957; see also
Greenstone 1969). Nevertheless, the strength and viability of the relation-
ship between the Democratic Party and labor remains controversial. Orga-
nized labor has put tremendous resources and energy into supporting
Democratic candidates, but “historically, the Democratic Party has given
labour more symbols than substance” (Chang 2001, 384). For example,
in its ‹ght to reform labor-relations laws, the labor movement has failed to
win strong Democratic support.7 Not surprisingly, on occasion, the labor
movement has supported Republicans who take a moderate stand on labor
issues (Dark 2000). In 1998, the AFL-CIO endorsed twenty-seven
Republican candidates for the U.S. House of Representatives (Green-
house 1998a). The president of the AFL-CIO commented on the
endorsements by saying, “If we’re going to maintain credibility with our
rank and ‹le as well as with elected of‹cials, we have to show that we’re
supporting candidates, regardless of party, who have supported us”
(Greenhouse 1998b, A-20).8

Despite working closely together at times, the mainstream parties and
labor unions do not share identical interests, and their mobilization activ-
ities re›ect different concerns. Whereas parties are in the business of win-
ning elections by gaining votes, the goals of unions include organizational
maintenance and the adoption of policies that bene‹t labor. These distinct
albeit sometimes intersecting interests affect the types of political activities
around which the organizations try to mobilize. Parties aim to get out the
vote on Election Day. To in›uence the policy responses of elected of‹cials
and the parties, labor organizations might mobilize individuals to partici-
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pate by voting, but they also attempt to in›uence legislation by getting
people to participate in nonvoting activities, including grassroots lobby-
ing, rallies, and demonstrations. While mainstream parties have been turn-
ing much of their attention to raising funds and garnering support among
business groups and large corporate contributors (Aronowitz 1998),
unions have been directing their resources toward worker mobilization
(Dark 2000).9 Therefore, the labor movement is distinct from mainstream
parties primarily because it engages workers, including immigrants, in a
wide range of political activities.

Social Service, Advocacy, and Ethnic Voluntary Organizations

Nonpro‹t social service agencies, legal and voter-education advocacy
organizations, and ethnic voluntary associations are among the most active
institutions mobilizing immigrants politically today.10 Because these orga-
nizations serve many immigrants and are often involved in community
affairs, both immigrants themselves and community elites such as elected
of‹cials and government agency leaders have widely recognized the
important role played by these institutions in the political mobilization of
immigrants.

In the ‹rst half of the twentieth century, local community organizations
such as settlement houses were assimilationist in orientation. Ethnic cus-
toms and practices were considered part of an Old World mentality that
had little place in America (Kraut 1982). Organizations such as the
Chicago-based League for the Protection of Immigrants sponsored pro-
grams to introduce and educate southern and eastern European immi-
grants to “American ways” (Fuchs 1990, 62). Reacting to assimilationist
pressures, some groups established their own ethnic community institu-
tions. For example, in Chicago, southern and eastern European immi-
grants created social clubs and developed cultural programs rather than
attend the activities to which they were invited at Jane Addams’s Hull
House (A. Lin forthcoming, 15).

Social service and advocacy organizations currently incorporate com-
munity traditions and language into their mobilization strategies as a
means of targeting particular communities. Most social service organiza-
tions that serve Asian American or Latino immigrants employ a multilin-
gual staff and make educational materials available in multilingual or bilin-
gual formats. Advocacy organizations commonly integrate community
traditions into organizing strategies. For example, in December 2003, the
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Mexican American Political Association, a Los Angeles–based advocacy
organization, called for a labor and school strike, marches, and an eco-
nomic boycott to protest the repeal of a law that would have allowed
immigrants without legal documents to apply for drivers’ licenses begin-
ning on January 1, 2004. The actions were scheduled for December 12, to
coincide with the traditional Mexican holiday honoring the Virgin of
Guadalupe.

Some social service agencies not only provide information and resources
to help immigrants ‹nd jobs, housing, and health care but also help them
become politically active. Because these organizations provide direct ser-
vices, often to thousands of immigrants, they are well positioned to mobi-
lize large numbers of people. Three successful examples come from Los
Angeles: the Chinatown Service Center, which assists more than twelve
thousand Chinese immigrants a year; the Coalition for Humane Immi-
grant Rights of Los Angeles, which organizes domestic workers and day
laborers in the Mexican community; and One-Stop Immigration, which
provides citizenship-application preparation and legal education to more
than forty thousand Mexican immigrants annually (Directory
1999–2000). All three have organized notable political demonstrations,
marches, and petition drives.

Another New York organization, the Asian American Legal Defense
and Education Fund, provides legal services for Chinese and other Asian
immigrants. It organized approximately two hundred people to attend a
teach-in for the National Day of Action for Dr. Wen Ho Lee, the Chinese
American Los Alamos scientist incarcerated by the U.S. government for
allegedly mishandling government secrets.

Although few community-based advocacy or social service organiza-
tions adhere to an explicitly political agenda, many leaders see their orga-
nizations as having a political role in immigrant communities. As one
leader of a nonpro‹t Los Angeles social service center that targets Mexican
immigrants said,

The reason why I work at [the organization] is because I saw it as a
space, as an opportunity where I could do a lot of work on behalf of the
immigrant community. Because I understood that we have gone
through cycles of very, very dif‹cult political times. . . . We have
touched the [people’s] lives directly in actual services provided to them
. . . both through our legal-services branch as well as our education
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branch. . . . And we’re very proud to have been—of the fact that we have
been part of what rightfully can be called a social movement to
empower formerly totally marginalized communities.

This statement indicates that some social service agencies see themselves as
providing not just social services but also a space for political organizing.

One of the most interesting examples of political organizing by com-
munity-based advocacy groups involves the mobilization of immigrant day
laborers. Because they are not concentrated in a traditional workplace, like
a factory, but are dispersed at different street corners and work sites, it is
often dif‹cult for these laborers to organize collectively and share infor-
mation. Traditional models that focus on socioeconomic status and assim-
ilation would predict that day laborers would be one of the hardest groups
to organize politically because they have few resources and little formal
political power. However, certain advocacy organizations have begun to
meet these challenges through innovative organizing tactics that create
unique spaces in which immigrants can meet and talk. An organizer who
works with Mexican immigrant day laborers in Los Angeles described how
collective endeavors are promoted that create opportunities for workers:

I think we’ve really done a lot of nontraditional things, like soccer. In
every corner where we are organized, we try to make a soccer team. And
we actually have a league. . . . They play soccer, and they love it. Getting
people for soccer is never a problem. And after the game, when people
are drinking water or refreshments and mingling and things come up,
like, “At our corner, we have a minimum wage.” “At our corner, the
police came, but you know what, we ‹led a complaint.” And things get
shared like that. So that successes that have been happening on corners
get shared in places where we’re barely organized. That was the total
intent of the soccer, and plus everyone loves soccer.

The executive director of a community-based voting rights organization
that targets Los Angeles’s Chinese American community also commented
on his organization’s desire to create space and opportunities for political
awareness and education, noting how Chinese immigrants

don’t understand American politics, so you need to educate them. You
need to empower them by giving them material, by providing opportu-
nities for them, get them involved and get them interested. . . . But it
takes a long time. . . . I mean, I will be talking to a Taiwanese group in
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Mandarin—I have no problem giving a speech in Mandarin about U.S.
politics. I will use some of my knowledge about their interests in Taiwan
and play off that. Now, if I didn’t have that understanding, I think it
would be dif‹cult.

Thus, ethnic appeals may be quite consistent with motivating interests in
participation in American politics.

Regarding ethnic voluntary associations, Ann Chih Lin’s forthcoming
study of the political incorporation of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century immigrants shows that immigrant-organized homeland associa-
tions made political demands, especially at the local level. Their successes
included the creation of classes in native languages within some public-
school systems. Even when homeland associations did not work to
improve conditions for immigrant communities in the United States, the
preservation of ethnic traditions and culture existed simultaneously with
retention of homeland cultures and an interest in homeland politics could
go hand in hand with the increase of interest and participation in Ameri-
can politics.

Today, homeland associations continue to aid their members’ sending
communities (Jacobson 1995). In 1999 in Los Angeles, Mexican immi-
grants from Oaxaca organized a fund-raising bene‹t to aid ›ood victims in
their home state. A Mexican immigrant leader in New York who has orga-
nized several events for the Mexican community there explained how he
had become an activist: although he had migrated to the United States
nearly thirty years earlier, the boundaries of his community encompassed
both New York City and his hometown in the state of Puebla (see Robert
Smith 1998). Consequently, he organizes long-distance running races in
both places. At ‹rst he had dif‹culty even knowing where to begin in orga-
nizing U.S. events: he would start by looking in a phone book and calling
different government of‹ces. Over time, however, he became familiar with
the local government structure, and now he has friends in various city
agencies and departments: “I started working with the organizers of the
police department. They like me! You know, like the police department,
now every time that I go up to the department [to do paperwork related
to a community event], they know me like friends. The guy told me, ‘Any
time you just come, no problem. We just help you.’”

The interaction between homeland associations and government agen-
cies is critical to political mobilization and empowerment. In the process
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of organizing events to bene‹t those in the sending community, members
of homeland associations become more familiar with local government
institutions in the United States and more comfortable with the people
who work in them. This also works in reverse: contact with a homeland
association gives individuals working in local government of‹ces in the
United States an opportunity to connect with the members of an immi-
grant community. One leader of another Oaxacan group in Los Angeles
predicted, “Organizations like this are going to be more important in the
next ten years because some of them are in the early stages and will mature
in time. . . . Slowly some politicians, at least Latinos, are becoming aware
of such organizations and are trying to tap into them to get political sup-
port.” That prediction began to assume concrete form in 2003 when rep-
resentatives from eighteen Mexican and Central American migrant orga-
nizations attended a series of leadership-building workshops under the
auspices of the University of Southern California. One aspect of the series
was an attempt to connect participants with of‹cials and representatives
from government agencies and philanthropic organizations (Rivera-Sal-
gado, Rodriguez, and Escala-Rabadan 2004).

Most homeland associations engage in an array of activities to bene‹t or
celebrate the region or hometown from which the immigrants came. At
times, these activities have a political component. A festival in Los Ange-
les’s Highland Park, attended by ‹ve hundred people, celebrated Oaxacan
heritage by featuring music and dance from different regions. Vendors
sold T-shirts, food, and juices, but there was also a table where those
attending could register to vote in the United States. All of the literature
and signs at the voter registration table were in both Spanish and English.

In the Asian American community, some ethnic voluntary associations
sponsor explicitly political activities. For example, New York City’s Chi-
nese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA) includes sixty associa-
tions, mostly based on home-country regional and district groups. The
CCBA has been very active in Chinese politics. Historically, strong ties
existed between the CCBA and the anticommunist (Nationalist) Guomin-
dang party, and the CCBA has received ‹nancial backing from the party.11

However, the CCBA has not focused its activities solely on homeland
issues. It has assisted immigrants with housing, jobs, naturalization, and
‹nancial support (J. Lin 1998). The CCBA has also been involved in com-
munity politics in Chinatown. In 1974, for example, the CCBA and other
Asian American community organizations helped to negotiate a settle-
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ment with the city over the hiring of Asian American construction workers
at the site of Confucius Plaza, a Chinatown housing development. A year
later, the CCBA mobilized a crowd estimated at twenty thousand for a
demonstration at City Hall Park to protest police brutality against Asian
Americans (J. Lin 1998, 136).

The CCBA’s political power in the Chinese community has waned in
recent years (Kwong 1987). However, immigrants I interviewed still men-
tioned the CCBA as an important institution for fostering political
involvement. When asked about whether it was dif‹cult for immigrants to
get information about the U.S. political system, a Chinese man who had
lived in New York City for thirty years responded that it is “dif‹cult, unless
under some guidance—for instance, the CCBA. . . . Because when you are
in someone else’s country, you don’t know how the system works or how
to get information.”

According to Jan Lin, the importance of ethnic voluntary associations in
the Chinese community should not be underestimated: “It would be mis-
leading to assume that traditional associations are backward or obsolescent
social institutions. . . . Traditional associations had a historical salience in
assisting Chinese immigrants in their adjustment to life during the exclu-
sion years and continue to play a signi‹cant role in their cultural lives and
familial interactions. . . . There has been a continuing growth of new fam-
ily, clan, and regional associations since the mid-1980s, particularly of the
Fujianese variety, as emigration has accelerated out of Fujian province”
(1998, 122). Lin also suggests that contemporary Fujianese clan associa-
tions are “institutionally comparable” to the older Chinese associations
such as the CCBA. Like the members of many other ethnic voluntary asso-
ciations, the members of Fujianese associations are concerned about
homeland politics, but they are also likely to mobilize Chinese immigrants
from Fujian in the United States, as when several Fujianese associations
organized to resolve ethnic tensions in a Brooklyn neighborhood in 1996
(Lii 1996).

Because of their informal nature and organization, it is dif‹cult to quan-
tify the exact number and membership of ethnic voluntary associations.
Although some hometown associations may have fewer than one hundred
members, others are quite large. In Los Angeles, an organization repre-
senting immigrants from Jalisco has ten thousand members, and one rep-
resenting immigrants from Oaxaca has two thousand (Directory
1999–2000). A nationwide federation includes more than 250 clubs rep-
resenting Zacatecan migrants.
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Ethnic voluntary associations offer immigrants a sense of belonging and
self-worth that can lead to political empowerment in the United States.
Immigrants are likely to experience a loss of status when they enter eco-
nomic and social life in the United States, but this loss can be offset by
their involvement in immigrant organizations. Within the immigrant
organization, immigrants can “reconstruct the social networks and per-
petuate socialization patterns of the home country. Ethnic organizations
offer immigrants an alternative to adaptation to the receiving country by
providing an environment which, like the ethnic enclave, recognizes their
social standing in spite of whatever downward economic mobility they
may have suffered in the United States” (Jones-Correa 1998, 333).12

Ethnic voluntary associations also represent the kind of institution that
Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman, and Henry Brady (1995) argue is
important for the development of civic skills. Through their participation
in homeland associations, immigrants improve their communication abili-
ties and practice other civic skills such as organizing events. “Once
honed,” claim Verba, Schlozman, and Brady, “they are part of the arsenal
of resources that can be devoted, if the individual wishes, to politics”
(331). The formation of these associations requires tremendous organiza-
tion-building skills. Organizational leaders develop skills in personnel
management, time management, public relations, accounting, and grant
writing, among many other areas. Many of these associations offer rank-
and-‹le members educational and social services such as lessons in English,
civics, health care, and maintaining cultural traditions. In addition, these
organizations achieve some measure of a presence within the mainstream
community through public events and the contacts they forge with social
service providers and government personnel.

Despite their successes, ethnic voluntary associations also face
signi‹cant challenges in in›uencing mainstream politics through mobiliz-
ing efforts. In her insightful study of the role of ethnic advocacy groups in
the political incorporation of Arab immigrants, Ann Chih Lin (forthcom-
ing) notes that because they operate outside the upper echelons of U.S.
political circles and contribute only insigni‹cant amounts to political cam-
paigns, these groups ‹nd it dif‹cult to in›uence elites. Still, given that
political parties pay little attention to immigrant communities, especially
those with the least resources, homeland and ethnic voluntary associations
represent a signi‹cant source of mobilization for immigrants. Even when
these associations fail to turn out massive numbers of voters, they have
provided and will continue to provide a conduit for political expression by
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those who cannot vote. As the examples in this section show, their activi-
ties lay the groundwork for integrating future voters into the polity
through activities that either directly involve political participation, under-
stood broadly, or help immigrants to acquire the skills and experience
needed for their political mobilization over the long term.

Social service, advocacy, and ethnic voluntary associations involve immi-
grants in a range of political activities beyond voting, and some of these
organizations are very active in terms of working with and promoting par-
ticipation by noncitizens. Unlike parties, which are more likely to mobilize
generally by putting forth platforms describing their stands on a broad
range of issues such as national security, education reform, and tax poli-
cies, advocacy, social service, and ethnic voluntary organizations are likely
to organize around speci‹c issues that directly affect immigrants, such as
health bene‹ts, hate crimes, amnesty for undocumented migrants, and
naturalization. This more limited approach to issue advocacy further dis-
tinguishes the type of politics generated by ethnic voluntary associations
from that of political parties. Social service, advocacy, and ethnic voluntary
associations are also more likely than parties to reinforce ethnic identity
among the immigrants they serve by providing information and services in
the native language. While parties have made a major effort to reach out to
Spanish-speaking voters, they have not been as attentive toward immi-
grants who speak an Asian language or other non-English-speaking immi-
grants. Social service, advocacy, and ethnic voluntary organizations work-
ing with immigrant communities also often participate in cultural events
or celebrations that help to reinforce ethnic identity among immigrants.
For example, to celebrate the traditional Mexican festival of the Día de los
Muertos (Day of the Dead, or All Souls’ Day), organizers with the Coali-
tion for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles included an altar dec-
orated with ›owers, food, and candles at the tenth anniversary celebration
of a coalition day-laborer site.

Religious Institutions

Religious institutions have always constituted a critical source of political
mobilization for certain groups such as African Americans and Irish
Catholics. In the past, however, some churches have been actively hostile
to immigrants, especially those who were Roman Catholic or Jewish.
Protestant social reformers demonstrated an unyielding assimilationist
approach to non-Protestant immigrants and at times supported strong
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exclusionist measures against immigrants (Higham 1952; Kraut 1982;
Katerberg 1995).

Similar tensions exist today. An increasing number of Protestant
churches offer services in Chinese, Korean, and Spanish,13 but several con-
servative Christian leaders have taken anti-immigrant stands (Abcarian
1996; Dart 1996). The Catholic Church, a signi‹cant institution in the
lives of many previous immigrants, has seen its ranks swell with Mexican,
other Latin American, and Asian immigrants. In heavily Latino regions,
church leaders have even begun adopting Mexican indigenous ceremonies
(Gold 1998; M. Ramirez 1999; Niebuhr 2000). Many Catholic Church
of‹cials and community members credit immigrants who arrived from
Latin America during the 1990s with “revitalizing” the church (Christian
2000). The executive director of a major social service agency serving
Mexican immigrants notes that “in the case of Los Angeles, for example,
it didn’t used to be, but now it is, the largest Catholic archdiocese in the
entire United States. And the only reason it became that is because of the
in›ux of immigrants. . . . And what did they cluster around? The one insti-
tution they knew—the church.”

The Asociación de Tepeyac provides an important example of religion-
based political organizing of immigrants. Mexican leaders suggest that
the association is by far the most important organization for involving
New York’s Mexican immigrants in U.S. politics. The group was
founded by a Jesuit brother from Mexico who was recruited by the New
York archdiocese to provide outreach to the Mexican community. With
more than half of its members having arrived after 1995, the Mexican
community is among the newest immigrant groups in New York City
(Robert Smith 1996; Gonzalez and McCoy 1998). The Asociación de
Tepeyac is housed within the Catholic Church but is a citywide, neigh-
borhood-based political network. Leadership, communication, and
meetings are structured and formal. Most members are undocumented
service workers with minimal economic resources, yet they have partici-
pated in more than ‹fty demonstrations for worker and immigrant
rights. In the fall of 1999, they brought together busloads of people to
participate in a march in Washington to call for amnesty for undocu-
mented immigrants.

The members’ socioeconomic pro‹le is one of the most surprising fea-
tures of the Asociación de Tepeyac. Traditional political-participation
models tends to emphasize socioeconomic incorporation or citizenship as
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key to political involvement (Skerry 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 1996).14

Association members are the type of individuals that those models would
predict to be the least likely to participate in U.S. politics, yet Tepeyac
leaders claim that 10,000 out of an estimated 250,000 Mexican immi-
grants living in New York attended one of the group’s demonstrations.
The group is developing workshops on workers’ rights, which will be
offered within the New York parishes. In addition, it emphasizes training
young people to be future U.S. political leaders.

New York’s Catholic Church clearly illustrates a religious organization
that successfully mobilizes immigrants. There are other examples. The
Immigration and Refugee Division of Catholic Charities of Los Angeles
annually has contact with more than ‹fty-two thousand immigrants, pri-
marily Latinos. The organization provides legal assistance as well as citi-
zenship, literacy, and job-training classes (Directory 1999–2000). Clergy
and Laity United for Economic Justice (CLUE) is an interfaith organiza-
tion that helps to organize low-wage workers in Los Angeles County. In
May 2002, religious leaders and workers af‹liated with CLUE participated
in a downtown march for immigrant workers’ rights.

Asian American evangelical churches appear to be very much a part of
the American Christian conservative movement. The reach of the church
into some Chinese immigrant communities is signi‹cant. Although only 2
percent of Taiwan’s population is Christian, nearly 25 percent of Tai-
wanese immigrants in the United States are Christians (most convert after
migration) (C. Chen 2001). Two predominantly Asian American evangel-
ical Christian churches in Los Angeles have shown signs of incipient polit-
ical mobilization. A few months before the 2000 presidential election, the
pastor at one of these churches encouraged the congregation to register
and to vote for George W. Bush, emphasizing that the country needed a
“Christian” president. At another service, the same pastor urged congre-
gation members to spread the antiabortion message to their friends, fam-
ily members, and congressional representatives.

For Chinese immigrants, an evident link exists between political
involvement in the United States and membership in a religious organi-
zation. In separate interviews, two middle-aged immigrant Chinese
women living in Los Angeles mentioned the church as having played a
role in getting them involved in politics. One described opportunities for
political participation in the United States as being “easy because Amer-
ica is very free. I can do whatever I want. There’s no limit. If I want to
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join, I can. Easy to form groups to change problems in societies. Like in
my church group, we discuss politics. If they wanted to change things, I
think they can.” She was one of the few immigrants interviewed who
expressed a fairly positive feeling about opportunities for participating in
U.S. politics.

In regard to politically mobilizing immigrants, religious organizations
face two notable constraints. First, many are explicitly apolitical or even
antipolitical in orientation. When political mobilization occurs, it may be
the unexpected by-product of the pursuit of nonpolitical goals. Under
such circumstances mobilization efforts will at best be sporadic. Second,
ideological commitments, a fundamental aspect of religious life, may mean
that a given religious organization is hostile to certain segments of immi-
grant communities, such as gays and lesbians; in other cases, the organiza-
tion may be anti-immigrant altogether. Conversely, membership in a con-
gregation can give immigrants an opportunity to meet and interact with
nonimmigrants in their community, or membership in a congregation that
consists primarily of immigrants can create a sense of belonging to a com-
munity of shared interest. In their report on Immigrant Religion in the
City of Angels, Donald Miller, Jon Miller, and Grace Dyrness write that
“for many immigrants religion continues to exercise a strong attraction
simply because it provides a setting and a reason to be in contact with their
fellow immigrants. Religion, in other words, is a source of community, a
place to speak one’s native tongue, eat one’s native food” (2001, 35). In
both cases, with or without the blessing of church of‹cials, participation in
a congregation provides opportunities and a setting for sharing informa-
tion and ideas about U.S. life and politics.

Political mobilization by religious institutions is likely to affect how and
which immigrants participate in politics. It leads to patterns of participa-
tion that are distinct from those that would result if parties were more
involved. Like other types of community organizations, religious institu-
tions are more likely than parties to involve immigrants in a range of polit-
ical activities while encouraging their members to naturalize and to vote.
For example, church leaders af‹liated with CLUE organize Latino immi-
grant parishioners to take part in the immigrant rights march held in
downtown Los Angeles each May. In contrast with parties, some religious
institutions with large numbers of immigrant congregants have worked
closely to provide support and services to undocumented immigrants and
have advocated on their behalf. Finally, some religious institutions have
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proven to be much more attentive than are parties to immigrant members’
cultural traditions. This is likely to reinforce the retention of ethnic iden-
tity while encouraging participation in political activities organized by
their church or other religious institution.

Conclusion

Community organizations have long had an important role in helping to
integrate immigrants into the political system. From the 1890s to the
1920s, when major migrations to the United States occurred and nativism
›ourished, community organizations such as ethnic voluntary associations
proliferated at both the national and local levels. These organizations gave
immigrants a voice and some measure of group representation in Ameri-
can political and social life (Skocpol 1999b; A. Lin forthcoming). They
often worked directly with political parties, which had strong presences at
the local or neighborhood level, to mobilize immigrants. By the end of the
twentieth century, however, mainstream political parties, now focusing on
national-level strategies and mass media and direct-mail campaigns, had
become relatively absent at the local level. Community organizations have
stepped into the breach.

Today, the labor organizations, workers’ centers, social service organi-
zations, advocacy organizations, ethnic voluntary associations, and reli-
gious institutions play a strong role in politically mobilizing immigrants
even though some of these institutions have demonstrated ambivalence
toward immigrants and ethnic and racial minorities. Community organi-
zations bring certain strengths to immigrant mobilization, including a
focus on outreach motivated by the desire for organizational maintenance;
strong ties to immigrant communities and existing expertise related to the
cultural traditions, language needs, and policy priorities of those commu-
nities; and in many cases a transnational orientation. In a fashion parallel
to that of the political machines and the ethnic voluntary associations of
old, today’s community organizations often provide much-needed social
services and sometimes material goods to Asian American and Latino
immigrants (Skocpol 1999b). Community organizations often engage in
mobilization around a single issue or set of issues while taking responsibil-
ity for a wide range of immigrant political activities, including applying for
citizenship and naturalization, voter registration, voter education, and
getting out the vote, all of which used to be associated with political
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machines. As did machines and voluntary associations in the past, contem-
porary organizations reach out to immigrants by making ethnic-speci‹c
appeals (Dahl 1961; Erie 1988; A. Lin forthcoming).

However, because their end goal is not necessarily in›uencing electoral
outcomes, contemporary organizations also mobilize immigrants in ways
that differ sharply from those that prevailed in the past. Mobilization man-
ifests in nonelectoral activities, such as petition drives, demonstrations,
and protests. In fact, because many of these organizations emerged during
or after the civil rights movement, they are often more concerned with
ensuring and promoting the civil rights of immigrants and racial minorities
than in producing electoral outcomes. Community organizations’ ability
to engage immigrants in a wide range of political activities, especially those
that take place outside of the electoral system, indicates a need to employ
a broad de‹nition of political participation when evaluating immigrant
populations. Although immigrants participate in politics at lower rates
than their U.S.-born counterparts, some newcomers participate in innov-
ative ways (such as organizing through political theater groups or by
becoming involved in transnational political campaigns) that should not
be discounted. Finally, many community organizations have emerged in
an era of multiculturalism, which shapes their notions of group represen-
tation and eases the assimilationist pressures present in the ethnic volun-
tary associations of the early twentieth century.

In the absence of strong political-party presence at the local level, con-
temporary community organizations have the space to take on an even
more prominent role in immigrants’ political lives than has previously
been the case. If this opportunity is pursued, we are likely to see these
organizations (1) providing multiple channels of political socialization; (2)
increasing the opportunities for noncitizens to participate in the U.S.
political process; (3) developing single-issue-based political agendas; and
(4) fostering the retention of ethnic identity as a component of organiza-
tional strategy. Furthermore, if adopted on an even wider scale, these
efforts would likely result in increased political participation for members
of immigrant communities. Mobilization by community organizations has
been shown to be effective in increasing Asian Americans’ and Latinos’
political participation. Janelle S. Wong, Pei-te Lien, and M. Margaret
Conway’s (2005) study of survey data regarding Asian Americans’ politi-
cal participation shows that mobilization by community organizations
boosts participation, especially in terms of nonvoting political activities. In
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their analysis based on an experimental research design, Ricardo Ramirez,
Alan Gerber, and Donald Green (2004) report that the National Associa-
tion of Latino Elected Of‹cials increased vote turnout among Latinos by
using live phone calls.

Although the community organizations described here are bringing
some immigrants into the U.S. political system, often through unique and
creative strategies, this should not be misinterpreted to mean that all
immigrants are suddenly participating at high rates. Further, only rarely
can community organizations focus on political mobilization consistently
or on a full-time basis. Immigrants frequently acknowledge that it is
dif‹cult to participate in the U.S. political system, citing as the main barri-
ers language, lack of time, and the perception that major political institu-
tions are simply not interested in them. Despite these barriers, some com-
munity organizations are politically mobilizing immigrants. Although
most community organizations lack the ‹nancial resources required to
engage in mass mobilization efforts, many are helping to lay the founda-
tions of participation in immigrant communities through limited mobi-
lization. They foster communication and organizational skills on a day-to-
day basis that can be transferred to the larger political sphere. Surprisingly,
this mobilization includes those immigrants who are usually thought to be
the least likely to participate politically—non-English-speaking people
who are racial and ethnic minorities, disadvantaged socioeconomically,
and noncitizens. Their ability to mobilize new and often disadvantaged
individuals could be built on to expand participation more generally.

Community organizations have not displaced political parties or
achieved mobilization at the mass level. However, their activities and the
role they play in immigrant communities illuminate potential strategies
that, if adopted on a larger scale by parties or by community organizations,
could lead to more political participation by Asian American and Latino
immigrants.
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5 Multiple Immigrant Identities &
Community Organizations

Labor organizations and worker centers, advocacy organizations, social
service organizations, ethnic voluntary organizations, and religious insti-
tutions are a key component helping to create the conditions under which
immigrants will become involved in U.S. politics. These organizations do
not necessarily have political mobilization as their primary motive, nor are
they particularly in›uential within the larger political system. Yet whether
through direct political mobilization or indirectly through broader mea-
sures of socialization, community organizations clearly constitute a com-
ponent of immigrant political participation and should not be ignored.

Immigrants’ characteristics in›uence the kinds of activities that these
community organizations pursue. The members of ethnic and racial
groups have multiple identities relating to nationality, gender, class, occu-
pation, and even hometown. Immigrants experience the world not just as
members of racial and ethnic groups but also as workers, residents, par-
ents, women and men, and in a host of other ways. Even within groups,
cleavages are apparent. Both the Chinese and Mexican immigrant com-
munities have major internal divisions based on language, class, region of
origin, length of residence, and religion. Although race or ethnicity is
often an important starting point for mobilization, few community orga-
nizations mobilize solely around those identities. Instead, they choose to
expand their constituencies through appeals to more than one identity.
The multiple identities of an immigrant encompass ethnicity but are also
›uid and evolving. In responding to those identities, the concerns of one
community organization can (and often do) intersect with concerns of
other organizations, giving rise not to ethnic or racial isolation but to
coalition building as part of the effort to address issues politically. Con-
trary to the claims that activities of organizations serving immigrant com-
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munities reinforce ethnic balkanization and divisions in U.S. society, com-
munity organizations’ activities apparently can cross-cut immigrant identi-
ties in surprising and sometimes powerful ways.

Whereas mainstream political parties appeal to voters only through the
largest, most homogenizing of identities (Democrat or Republican), com-
munity organizations embrace and reinforce speci‹c identities and their
accompanying orientations and concerns. Diversity within an ethnic group
is an important factor in political mobilization because internal cleavages
within a particular community provide a heightened number of dimen-
sions around which an organization can choose to mobilize and build
coalitions.1 Community organizations are thus well-positioned for issue-
based mobilization.

The internal diversity within an ethnic group constitutes an important
factor in immigrants’ political mobilization. Further, the structures inter-
nal to speci‹c immigrant communities drive the ways that community
organizations choose to mobilize diverse elements within those communi-
ties. Attention to the key dimensions that de‹ne internal cleavages within
a particular ethnic community reveal these structures. The activities of
community organizations re›ect the diversity of needs, resources, and
identities of local immigrant communities and have led to new possibilities
for immigrant political mobilization.

Organizing around Ethnicity: A Threat to American Democracy?

Do groups that organize around race or ethnicity threaten American
democracy and civic culture? Some academics and journalists have voiced
the opinion that the preservation and maintenance of ethnic ties threaten
American civic culture, national identity, and social harmony (Skerry
1993; Geyer 1996; Connerly 2003). Samuel P. Huntington argues that
since the 1960s, ideologies of multiculturalism and diversity have assailed
“America’s core Anglo-Protestant culture and its political creed of liberty”
(2004, 17) . He suggests that the presence of a large number of Spanish-
speaking immigrants who maintain a Latino identity may bifurcate Amer-
ica along linguistic and cultural lines. Among Mexican immigrants, “the
rise of group identities based on race, ethnicity, and gender over national
identity” poses a serious challenge to national identity and threatens to
“divide the United States into two peoples, two cultures, and two lan-
guages” (30, 32). Other scholars fear that organizational elites impose a
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“minority-group perspective” on rank-and-‹le immigrants, which is likely
to create divisions in society as a whole (Schlesinger 1993; Skerry 1993).
From this viewpoint, organizations based on ethnicity overemphasize
minority racial status, work against Americanization, and lead to ethnic
con›ict and competition. For example, Peter Skerry asserts that Mexican
American community leaders are “tutoring Mexican Americans to de‹ne
themselves as a victimized group that cannot advance without the help of
racially assigned bene‹ts” (1993, 7).

In response to the critics of identity groups, Amy Gutmann (2003)
notes that such groups, in and of themselves, are neither bad nor good
for America’s democratic culture. Some may be problematic because
they promote negative stereotypes and pursue unjust ends. For example,
identity groups that raise group identity above justice are inconsistent
with democracy. Others may occupy a legitimate place in the United
States and may be “important, indeed even valuable, in democratic poli-
tics” (8). Identity groups may help to combat discrimination based on
race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and other group identities. Gutmann
argues that “when they struggle for greater civic equality for a subordi-
nated group, identity groups use their political power in defense of
democratic justice” (193). In fact, Gutmann claims the failure of tradi-
tional interest groups gave rise to identity groups representing ethnic
and racial minorities, women, gays and lesbians, and the disabled. Not
only have these groups been at the forefront of the ‹ght for their civil
rights, but they have also defended “the application of universal and
egalitarian principles—nondiscrimination, equal pay for equal work,
equal opportunity, civic equality—to correct long existing injustices that
interest group politics have passed by” (20). When ethnic organizations
function in this way, they act as a powerful force for democratic inclusion
rather than exclusion.

Critics see ethnic groups’ demands for the right to organize around eth-
nicity as a threat to mutual solidarity. According to theorist Will Kymlicka,
this view fails to recognize that such demands “are primarily demands for
inclusion for full membership in the larger society. To view this as a threat
to stability or solidarity is implausible, and often re›ects an underlying
ignorance or intolerance of these groups” (1995, 192). Those who believe
that organization around ethnic or racial interests will divide American
society also ignore ethnic organizations’ and group-based claims’ long his-
tory in American politics (Jacobson 1995). Political organizing based on
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group af‹liations can be found throughout American history. European
immigrant groups arriving at the turn of the twentieth century established
ethnic clubs and voluntary associations (A. Lin forthcoming). As
Lawrence H. Fuchs observes, “Nineteenth-century immigrant groups—
particularly the non-Protestants—were not assimilated through friend-
ships and intermarriage into American society. In large measure, they
con‹ned their primary relationships to members of their own groups (even
through the second and third generations) throughout all stages of the life
cycle. For the most part, their friends, dates, mates, and fellow churchmen
and clubmen came from the same background” (1968, 3). The presence
of ethnic associations does not preclude acculturation and may in fact be a
necessary component of it in that such groups help to create an environ-
ment of viable social reproduction for immigrants by negotiating language
issues, assisting with ‹nding work and housing, and providing emotional
support and validation.

One reason that groups emphasizing positive aspects of identity arise is
to publicly organize against negative stereotypes based on ascriptive iden-
tity (Gutmann 2003, 11; Bedolla 2005). The arguments of Huntington,
Skerry, and others overlook the possibility that an ethnic organization that
may appear to be promoting a “minority-group perspective” instead
might actually be re›ecting an identity that mainstream society has
imposed on the group the organization represents. Through policies such
as Proposition 187 and through the perpetuation of stereotypes, American
society marks groups such as Mexican Americans or Chinese Americans as
racial outsiders. (For examples of the racialization of contemporary immi-
grants, see chap. 2.) Splintering occurs less as a consequence of self-
identi‹cation than as a result of hostility and discrimination exhibited by
mainstream society, which reinforces immigrants’ self-perception as a
racial minority.

Huntington (2004) and his colleagues likely would also view ethnic
organizations with skepticism since many have their roots in the “decon-
structionist movement.” Prior to the 1960s, Huntington asserts, Ameri-
cans were, or at least hoped to be, a nation uni‹ed by a shared Anglo-
Protestant core culture, dedicated to the liberal-democratic principles of
the American creed. The movements of the 1960s, which promoted group
rights at the expense of individual rights, began to undo the core culture
and belief system: “The deconstructionists promoted programs to
enhance the status and in›uence of subnational racial, ethnic, and cultural
groups. They encouraged immigrants to maintain their birth-country cul-
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tures, granted them legal privileges denied to native-born Americans, and
denounced the idea of Americanization as un-American” (142).

However, a more nuanced view challenges the assumption that a zero-
sum relationship exists between group rights and individual rights (Kym-
licka 1995; Gutmann 2003). Kymlicka (1995) argues that the demands of
ethnic groups are quite consistent with principles of individual freedom
and social justice. He claims that membership in a societal culture such as
an ethnic group provides a strong basis for individual identity and action:
“Cultural membership provides us with an intelligible context of choice,
and a secure sense of identity and belonging, that we call upon in con-
fronting questions about personal values and projects” (105). Individuals
make decisions about how to lead their lives in part through considera-
tions related to cultural practices and associations (126). Therefore, an
organization that supports an ethnic or a racial group can promote indi-
vidual rights, such as the freedom of individual choice, as long as it does
not allow the group to dominate other groups or oppress its own mem-
bers. Consistent with this view, Gutmann claims that “free people mutu-
ally identify in many politically relevant ways, and a society that prevents
identity groups from forming is a tyranny” (2003, 4).

Groups that organize around ethnicity can promote democratic inclu-
sion in a manner consistent with democratic principles of individual
choice, freedom, and social justice. Critics who claim that these groups
threaten a uni‹ed American culture fail to recognize that mobilization
occurs around multiple identities, not just around race or ethnicity alone.

Organizing around Multiple Identities

The belief that ethnic organizations may lead to balkanization at the
expense of the common good is contradicted by mobilizations that cross-
cut ethnic, racial, and other identities. Many community organizations
organize immigrants around their identities as workers, residents of a par-
ticular neighborhood, or individuals concerned about inadequate urban
services. This strategy works for organizations because immigrants experi-
ence the world not just as members of racial and ethnic groups but also as
workers, residents, parents, women and men, and in a host of other ways.
In contrast to the assumptions of those who oppose ethnic-based organiz-
ing, immigrant participation in politics is likely to be based on a broad
range of intersecting identities and issue concerns.

In New York, a Mexican man who had been in the country for only

Multiple Immigrant Identities 123



three years and did not have legal papers had joined the Catholic-af‹liated
Asociación de Tepeyac after hearing about it from members of his church
choir who were active in the organization. He was acutely aware that Mex-
icans were discriminated against “because we’re dark and short, and we
don’t speak English. Mexicans are one of the most discriminated in the
United States because of race, lack of documentation, and because we
don’t speak English.” His motivation for joining, however, was somewhat
broader: “I’m supporting a political struggle in the United States even
though I can’t vote . . . because of its goal, for amnesty, and they help
immigrants.” As a member of the association, he had taken part in protests
outside the U.S. Immigration and Nationalization Services Of‹ce to call
for amnesty for those whose immigration status had not been regularized.

In California, many of the Mexican and Chinese immigrants I inter-
viewed had become more interested in American politics when confronted
with ballot propositions widely viewed as racist. However, in this case, in
many of their aspects the propositions also indicated broader discrimina-
tion against all immigrants, regardless of race. Proposition 187, placed on
the state ballot in 1994, sought to restrict undocumented immigrants’
access to social services and nonemergency health care and to deny their
children access to public education. Proposition 209 was a 1996 Califor-
nia measure that prohibited the state government; local governments;
public universities, colleges, and school districts; and other government
institutions from practicing af‹rmative action that used race or ethnicity as
a criterion. These measures would have affected many of California’s
immigrant groups. A Chinese immigrant in Los Angeles said that discrim-
ination was one of the most important issues facing Chinese immigrants,
and he noted, “Propositions such as 187, that’s the biggest problem.” A
Mexican immigrant college student in Los Angeles who had worked with
a student group to promote af‹rmative action programs in California
claimed that it was stressful and time-consuming to get politically
involved, but he had become active because “some new laws, like Propo-
sition 187 or 209, have affected me directly.”

The power of intersecting identities and issue concerns is apparent in
other cases. In New York, a Chinese immigrant with a strong professional
identity as a lawyer joined an Asian American lawyers’ association that sup-
ports Asian American candidates and elected of‹cials as well as pursues the
more predictable goal of lobbying the governor and state legislature on
matters related to the law profession generally. Another Chinese immi-
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grant revealed that her identity as a Christian drove her political participa-
tion. Despite a lack of interest in politics, she voted regularly because “I
know that it’s my duty. Every year I vote. The pastor challenged us. We
should do it. It is the duty of the Christians.” Several immigrants men-
tioned their role as parents. A Mexican in Los Angeles said that Proposi-
tion 187 had motivated his political involvement because he was con-
cerned about how it would affect his children, while a Chinese immigrant
there had become more interested in politics because “my children are
raised here and I want to know [about] anything in America that might
affect them.” A Chinese woman in New York was active as a Boy Scout
den mother, volunteered at her children’s school, went to church regu-
larly, and was a member of the Organization of Chinese Americans, which
she described as a political advocacy association. She had become involved
in this group because “it’s an opportunity to show support for the com-
munity and kids and to have a voice. To act as an example for children to
follow in community service.”

Immigrants’ interest in the American political system is clearly driven by
multiple identities and a complex and overlapping set of concerns. Ethnic
identity and perceptions of racial discrimination are part of that mix, as are
other types of identities and issues. Because community groups—even
those based on ethnicity or race—organize immigrants around multiple
and often intersecting identities, there is little danger that the activities of
these organizations will reinforce ethnocentricity or racial divisions in the
United States. In the case of the immigrants interviewed in Los Angeles, it
was clear that a local issue united Chinese and Mexicans along with many
other nationalities in a political struggle against a local proposition.

How multiple identities are deployed in immigrant organizing is consis-
tent with Seyla Benhabib’s claim that no identity or culture is reducible to
a single or discrete whole. Rather, cultures (and identities) are “complex
human practices of signi‹cation and representation, of organization and
attribution, which are internally riven by con›icting narratives” (2002,
ix).2 Members of a cultural group cohere because they “experience their
traditions, stories, rituals and symbols, tools, and material living condi-
tions through shared, albeit contested and contestable, narrative
accounts” (5). Benhabib emphasizes that claims based on shared culture
are not necessarily incompatible with recognition of internal distinctions
and differences within that culture. Similarly, Gutmann suggests that
“group identi‹cation is socially signi‹cant but not comprehensive of indi-
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vidual identity” and that “a person may make a group identi‹cation more
or less comprehensive of his or her identity” (2003, 10). Individuals have
multiple group identi‹cations, and their individual agency modi‹es their
group identi‹cations just as group identi‹cations shape individual agency.
Individuals who mutually identify around a social marker often join
together in a politically relevant and socially identi‹ed group.

The fact that group identities are constructed and therefore ›uid does
not mean that they are unreal or without meaning. Behavior and attitudes
can be shaped by imagined ideas or concepts (Benhabib 2002, 7). Like
Gutmann and Kymlicka, Benhabib suggests that the politics of ethnic or
racial recognition can have an important place in democratic politics.
Organizing around race or ethnicity,

instead of leading to cultural separatism or balkanization, can initiate
critical dialogue and re›ection in public life about the very identity of
the collectivity itself. Through such dialogue and re›ection, the
inevitable and problematical interdependence of images and concep-
tions of self and other are brought to light. Narratives of self and other
are now rewoven together to take account of new contestations,
retellings, and repositionings. The politics of complex cultural dialogue
indeed involves the reconstitutions of the boundaries of the polity
through the recognition of the claims of groups that have been wronged
historically and whose very suffering and exclusion has, in some deep
sense, been constitutive of the seemingly unitary identity of the “we”
who constitutes the polity. . . . Such processes . . . offer a clear alterna-
tive to the politics of cultural enclavism in that they allow democratic
dissent, debate, contestation, and challenge to be at the center of prac-
tices through which cultures are appropriated. (70–71)

Critics of ethnic organizations, then, wrongly assume that group mem-
bership is static and that boundaries of ethnic organizations are rigid and
impermeable (Benhabib 2002). Contestation over group boundaries,
inclusion, priorities, and mission is a common feature of ethnic organiza-
tions. Internal divisions and the resulting deliberation often lead to orga-
nizational change and renegotiation regarding group membership. The
experience of Chinese Americans United for Self Empowerment
(CAUSE) is a case in point. At its inception, CAUSE focused on empow-
ering the Chinese American community in the West San Gabriel Valley in
Los Angeles County, and its executive director was a man. Eventually,
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CAUSE responded to claims outside the Chinese American community
and to re›ect its panethnic concerns changed its name to the Center for
Asian Americans United for Self-Empowerment. Its second executive
director was a Chinese American woman who employed several non-Chi-
nese women as staff members. This radically transformed both the ethnic
identity and gender dynamics of the organization. The mistaken assump-
tion that ethnic boundaries are rigid underlies fears that ethnic organiza-
tions will contribute to the fragmentization of American society. Such
assumptions deny contestations over difference taking place within orga-
nizations and with the larger political sphere on a day-to-day basis. A more
complex view of identity would allow critics of ethnic organizations to see
that balkanization is unlikely when the boundaries of groups are ›uid and
evolving.

The likelihood that political mobilization by ethnic-based community
organizations will provoke ethnic divisiveness is also minimal given that
some of these groups have forged multiethnic or multiracial alliances.
Many ethnic organizations make substantive efforts to interact with a
range of ethnic or racial communities. For example, New York’s Chinese
Staff and Workers’ Association was founded as an independent union of
Chinese restaurant workers. Today, however, it has Mexican members,
and some of its Chinese American staff are multilingual, speaking English,
Cantonese, and Spanish. The association is developing a campaign around
worker’s compensation issues and has been recruiting participants among
both immigrants and U.S.-born whites and blacks. It also was the main
force in creating the Latino Workers’ Center, which is located in a pre-
dominantly Latino Lower East Side neighborhood. A more informal
example can be found in a meeting that I attended in Los Angeles that
included a multiethnic coalition of union leaders. Discussion revolved
around issues of ethnic inclusion and diversity.

These are not merely ad hoc alliances, however. Umbrella groups have
appeared that cover organizations serving Latino, Asian, African,
Caribbean, and European communities. A notable case is the New York
Immigration Coalition (NYIC), an “umbrella advocacy organization for
approximately 200 groups in New York State that work with ‘newcomers’
to our country—immigrants, refugees, and asylees. . . . The NYIC’s mem-
bership includes immigrant-rights advocates, immigrant community lead-
ers and service providers, numerous community-based ethnic and non-
pro‹t human service organizations, and leaders from labor, academia, and

Multiple Immigrant Identities 127



the legal professions. Utilizing this multi-ethnic, multi-racial, and multi-
sector base, the NYIC provides the opportunity for members to collabo-
rate and implement strategies to address their common concerns” (New
York Immigration Coalition n.d.). The coalition covers a broad range of
immigrant-serving community organizations, including the American
Association of Jews from the Former USSR (New York chapter), the
Caribbean Women’s Health Association, the National Coalition for Hait-
ian Rights, the Chinese Progressive Association, the Latin American Inte-
gration Center, Alianza Dominicana, and Asian Americans for Equality,
among others. Coalition building around multiple identities is a long-
standing practice among advocacy groups. As Gutmann notes, “Many
ascriptive groups, such as the NAACP and NOW, have never been only for
themselves. Justice-friendly ascriptive groups often join coalitions for
democratic justice” (2003, 129).

Interracial alliance building occurs in grassroots efforts as well as in the
realm of electoral politics. Latinos, Asian Americans, whites, and blacks
participated together in the Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride. Those
groups have also worked together to strengthen minority political repre-
sentation by, for example, supporting candidates and participating in the
redistricting process (Wei 1993; Saito 1998; Saito and Park 2000; Lien
2001). These instances of multiracial coalition building belie the assump-
tion that organizations with deep connections to a particular ethnic com-
munity will undermine core democratic values and promote racial separa-
tion or balkanization in the United States.

Labor as a Mobilizing Identity

When asked about their participation in politics, one of the most powerful
identities invoked by immigrants was that of worker. In New York, I inter-
viewed several Chinese garment workers who were active in their local
unions, which had involved these women in politics by having them dis-
tribute political education ›yers, help with the advertising of events, and
participate in phone banks during elections. When asked about the most
serious problems facing their communities, these women focused on
labor-related issues, complaining of long hours and low wages and of work
being sent overseas to foreign factories. One woman said, “If you leave
early, the boss will yell at you. It’s very dif‹cult, hard work because they
want both quality and quantity. They’re very hard to please.” A Mexican
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immigrant started volunteering with the Harlem-based Centro de la
Comunidad Mexicana de Nueva York (CECOMEX), which works with
Mexican immigrants, after learning about it from fellow restaurant work-
ers.3 CECOMEX, he said, “helps out Mexicans with problems with
employers, helps them ‹nd jobs, and helps them open bank accounts.”
When asked about the most important issues facing Mexican immigrants
in New York City, he listed the detainment of those without legal docu-
ments and worker exploitation, two issues that cut across racial and ethnic
lines.

Gender as a Mobilizing Identity

Concerns arising from gender identity can provide a powerful catalyst for
political involvement among immigrants. Peter Kwong (1996, 1997),
who has studied the approximately ‹ve hundred garment factories that
employ twenty thousand Chinese women in New York’s Chinatown, rec-
ognizes that these low-paying, substandard factories are a potential site for
political resistance and activism. Other scholars make similar observations.
Miriam Ching Louie notes recent efforts by Asian Immigrant Women’s
Advocates to organize “immigrant women working in the garment, elec-
tronics, hotel, restaurant, nursing home, janitorial, and other low-wage
industries in the San Francisco Bay Area and Santa Clara County’s ‘Silicon
Valley’” (1997, 128).

Examining gender differences helps reveal how organizations adapt
their mobilization strategies to meet a multiplicity of immigrant concerns.
One Mexican immigrant in Queens who was very active in her church
choir, the neighborhood association, and as a member of a ballet folklórico
also joined the Queens Women’s Network, an advocacy group dedicated
to raising money for abused women. She got involved with the network
because she wanted to see improvement in women’s lives. A Mexican
immigrant woman in Los Angeles echoed that concern when she noted
that the community’s most serious concerns include domestic violence
and access to medical care for immigrant children. Asked if it was impor-
tant for Chinese women to be active in U.S. politics, a Chinese immigrant
woman in New York exclaimed, “Yes! You can’t let men have all the
power to do everything. We have home life and job, too. Women should
be able to do it!”

Some organizations that work with immigrant communities explicitly
mobilize them around gender-speci‹c issues and concerns. Thousands of
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United Farm Workers members and their sympathizers marched in Wat-
sonville, California, in April 1997 to draw attention to organizing efforts
among local strawberry workers. They protested not only poor pay but
also the sexual harassment of women workers, submission to which was
sometimes a condition of employment (Southwest Voter Registration and
Education Project 1997, 3). Workers’ Awaaz, which organizes South
Asian low-wage workers in New York City, runs public campaigns around
labor issues and educates live-in female South Asian domestic workers
about labor and immigration laws. The organization also ‹les legal cases
against—and even demonstrates in front of the homes of—exploitative
employers. To educate the public about their campaigns, it has run stories
in feminist publications, such as Ms. Magazine (Workers’ Awaaz, n.d.;
Dalal 1998).

In addition to its multilingual outreach and education on the welfare
system, employment discrimination, and the citizenship process, the
NYIC engages in gender-related advocacy. In 2000, NYIC’s Detention
Working Group met with managers of the Varick Street Detention Center
and district managers and staff of the Immigration and Naturalization Ser-
vice to discuss ways to improve conditions in detention centers. This advo-
cacy effort not only embraced a diversity of ethnic and racial groups but
also focused on the plight of women asylum seekers: “Since the immigra-
tion law of 1996, asylum-seekers arriving at U.S. borders are sent back to
their home countries, usually on the next plane, unless they can prove their
fear of persecution upon return. Immigration of‹cers often do not under-
stand the language spoken by the asylum-seeker and ask ›ight attendants,
who often work for the same government the asylum-seeker is ›eeing, to
translate. Women are often ashamed to tell a male translator or immigra-
tion of‹cer stories of rape or abuse” (New York Immigration Coalition
2000, 4).

The Mothers of East Los Angeles was founded in 1986 to protest the
building of a state prison in the community. This organization, which was
led by East Los Angeles Latina women, ran a community education cam-
paign, held weekly candlelight vigils, and lobbied in the state capitol.
Many scholars, activists, and community members attribute the state’s
1992 decision not to build the prison there to the group’s actions (Pardo
1998). The organization has subsequently stood at the forefront of many
‹ghts against environmental racism in East Los Angeles. The Mothers of
East Los Angeles, which emphasizes motherhood and the “mothering of

130 Democracy’s Promise



the community,” has utilized that particular gender identity as the foun-
dation for community organizing (Medeiros 2004).

In the mid-1990s, the Chinese Staff and Workers’ Association launched
its Women’s Empowerment Project and Occupational Health Committee.
According to the association newsletter,

Injured women built up this project through months of outreach in the
sweatshops and on the streets, organizing educational workshops about
occupational diseases, and ‹nally forming a membership committee for
injured workers. The project was built on the gains of the “enforce labor
law” campaign, which exposed the sweatshop system to the public, won
back pay for workers, and led to the arrest of certain bosses in minimum
wage violations. Leaders of the project, all injured garment women, also
began meeting with politicians to talk about their cases, about manu-
facturing accountability, and about sweatshop monitoring. (Chinese
Staff and Workers’ Association 1997, 1)

The workers met with members of the State Assembly Labor Committee
as well as with city council members.

In 1997, the Women’s Project also organized a New York City rally to
protest gender discrimination at a sportswear corporation in Flushing,
Queens. One garment worker involved with group described the project.

Our Women’s Project is structured in a way to provide opportunities for
women to meet, get to know one another, and discuss collective ways to
expose, challenge, or solve various problems. We need to break out of
the trap set up for women, which embodies juggling different obliga-
tions including spending time with children, doing housework, and
making a living. In the workplace, we are discriminated against and shut
out from higher paying, more stable jobs; in the factories our labor is
taken advantage of when bosses trick us out of our wages. Women are
especially vulnerable to exploitation; many bosses think that they can
control and bully women earlier. . . . I have seen that many women have
already been coming forward to organize and ‹ght for their rights. A
group of women dim sum workers at the New Silver Palace [a large
restaurant in New York City’s Chinatown], who had endured hard work
and sexism at the hands of their employer, is picketing four times a week
to challenge their illegal ‹ring. Their bosses tried to further humiliate
them after ‹ring them for their organizing activities by telling them that
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they were “too old and too ugly” to work at the New Silver Palace.
(quoted in Chinese Staff and Workers’ Association 1999, 3).

In addition to picketing the restaurant, the Women’s Empowerment Proj-
ect and Occupational Health Committee attended congressional hearings
on sweatshops in the United States and used that forum to call for
employer accountability.4

Because the majority of recent immigrants to the United States are
women, attention to their U.S. political participation is particularly impor-
tant. I found that although most leadership positions in community orga-
nizations working with Chinese and Mexican immigrant communities
were held by men, immigrant women also ‹nd opportunities to participate
in U.S. politics. As mentioned earlier, although CAUSE’s original execu-
tive director was a man, he was eventually replaced by an immigrant
woman, Sandra Chen. Chen served in the position for several years and
was replaced by another woman. In the Pilot Program on Immigrant-Led
Hometown Associations, organized by the University of Southern Cali-
fornia and the Los Angeles Immigrant Funders’ Collaborative during
2003, women made up 35 percent of the attendees, who were leaders or
were in line to become leaders of Mexican or Central American hometown
and regional associations. One participant, Martha Jiménez, a leader of the
Federation of Zacatecan Clubs of Southern California, noted that “in the
future, it would be good to include a workshop on gender and leadership,
that is, how to learn that both men and women want to work on a com-
mon agenda, and that there should be mutual respect within our organi-
zations, which means that women should not be treated as if they were a
big zero. . . . I liked what we did here because men and women have
shown the same respect to each other when talking and doing everything,
but we must see how we can bring that into our organizations” (Rivera-
Salgado, Rodriguez, and Escala-Rabadan 2004, 23).

Immigrant women also occupy leadership positions in some union
locals. In the late 1990s, Quyen Nguyen, a Vietnamese woman immi-
grant, worked as a key organizer for the United Food and Commercial
Workers in Los Angeles. Fluent in Spanish and Vietnamese, she led many
successful organizing campaigns for immigrant workers. In one instance,
she helped to organize 1,000 workers, including 150 Chinese and Viet-
namese, at the Farmer John meat processing facility in Los Angeles.

Changes in women’s status following migration can create opportuni-
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ties for women to take leadership even within such gendered institutions
as the Catholic Church. One Mexican immigrant woman leader of the
Asociación de Tepeyac explained that as part of the migration process,
Mexican women with whom she works in New York often ‹nd their gen-
der roles changing from primarily housework in Mexico to wage work in
the United States. She contends that these transformations may be related
to these women’s political participation. That is, as their roles are trans-
formed from housework to wage earner outside of the home, women may
‹nd themselves empowered not only economically but also politically as
they gain independence and learn about opportunities to participate in
politics. When asked whether Mexicans have more or fewer opportunities
for participation in the United States or in Mexico, she responded, “The
Mexican government doesn’t help, doesn’t let people do much of orga-
nized work. There’s a lot of oppression, especially in the south. They don’t
have that much opportunity. But here, I think it’s women who are work-
ing, and they feel like they have hope now. It changes little by little; it’s
not going to change one day to another. It’s not now the women have
that power, but it’s changing, it’s changing. They go to the demonstra-
tions and every demonstration we do [in New York City], they feel
stronger.”

Internal Diversity and New Possibilities for Political Mobilization

Today, the internal diversity within an ethnic group shapes political mobi-
lization. The variety and breadth of immigrant identities, which include
but also go beyond ethnicity, are the nodes of connection between ethnic
communities and community organizations. The type of political mobi-
lization chosen by an organization re›ects the diverse characteristics,
needs, and resources of the immigrant community it serves. Strategy that
responds to internal diversity encourages new possibilities for immigrant
political mobilization that differ from those available to European immi-
grants of the past. As embodied in the experience of European immi-
grants, the traditional model of immigrant political incorporation pro-
ceeds in a linear fashion or as a series of steps (Dahl 1961). The model
posits that as immigrants spend more time in the United States and move
up the economic ladder, they are ‹rst organized around ethnic appeals.
They next become citizens and then voters, and they eventually become
indistinguishable from the mainstream population in terms of vote and
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candidate choice. However, for contemporary immigrants, this is not the
pattern. The strategies and modes of mobilization undertaken by labor
organizations, workers’ centers, advocacy and social service organizations,
ethnic voluntary associations, and religious institutions vary depending on
the segment of a community that is targeted. Strategies can range from
providing social services and citizenship classes to organizing demonstra-
tions, mobilizing voters, and backing candidates. Moreover, not only do
these various activities occur simultaneously, but no single activity is supe-
rior to or more important than another in terms of moving an immigrant
toward full political participation. Thus, in contrast to the traditional
model, an immigrant can experience several types of political mobilization
simultaneously rather than moving through them as stages in a linear
process.

The array of community organizations offers a range of activities in
which immigrants can participate to become mobilized politically, among
other things. Which activity appeals to which immigrant depends on his or
her identity and concerns. These can include but are not limited to immi-
grant, ethnic, and racial status. Among other factors, an identity as a pro-
fessional, a wage worker, a parent, or a member of a religious community
can motivate an immigrant’s involvement in politics. However, the pattern
of contemporary immigrant mobilization is shaped not just by the nature
of the community organization or by immigrant identity. The structures
that are internal to speci‹c immigrant communities also come into play.
To uncover those structures, we need to ask what key dimensions de‹ne
internal cleavages within a particular ethnic community.

Within the Chinese immigrant community, major divisions are based on
language, class, region or country of origin, length of residence, and reli-
gion. The Mexican immigrant community has similar major divisions. For
example, Mexicans may perceive distinctions based on whether an individ-
ual or a group speaks primarily English, Spanish, or one of many indige-
nous languages. Internal divisions often but not always coincide with set-
tlement locality in the United States. Mexicans in New York differ from
those in Los Angeles along dimensions of class, region of origin, and
length of residence.

Even within the same city, differences in local settlement patterns occur.
One leader of a nonpro‹t group points out that class, region of origin, and
locality divide the Chinese community in Los Angeles: “There are many
reasons why I think we’re so scattered. Geographically, we live in different
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pockets, even though there are large populations in Monterey Park, there
are a lot of people living in Rowland Heights, Walnut, and Hacienda
Heights. And also, there’s constantly new immigrants, and so we always
have those differences—those that have been here, those that are just com-
ing, those that are a little more economically challenged. So, then, there
are all of these dynamics.”

As the leader noted, location of residence divides Los Angeles’s Chinese
community. The major population centers are the downtown Chinatown
and the various communities in the San Gabriel Valley. The Chinese who
live in these geographically separate areas are socioeconomically distinct.
Chinatown’s population tends to have fewer resources than the popula-
tion in the San Gabriel Valley. Whereas Chinatown’s many residents tend
to work in very small local businesses and the service industry, residents in
the San Gabriel Valley are more likely to be entrepreneurs or involved in
corporate or business ventures (Hum and Zonta 2000). These distinctions
are related to the bifurcation by class background that was apparent
among Chinese who arrived after the 1965 amendments to the Immigra-
tion and Nationality Act, which emphasized family reuni‹cation and gave
preference to skilled or professionally trained immigrants. Thus, many
poor, unskilled Chinese began joining their relatives, primarily laborers
who had arrived in the United States before 1965. This group tended to
settle, at least initially, in Chinatown. At the same time, wealthier Chinese
with specialized professional and technical skills also began to arrive in
substantial numbers, and they tended to bypass Chinatown, moving
directly to the middle-class suburban communities (Li 1999). China-
town’s residents have gradually moved to the suburbs, but they often
maintain connections with community organizations and downtown busi-
nesses.

Re›ecting the needs of the local Chinese communities, the primary
political institutions in each area are quite different as well. For example,
the Chinatown Service Center, in operation for twenty-‹ve years, provides
social-adjustment counseling, employment training, job placement, and
medical services to approximately twelve thousand people annually. Its
staff also provides information about welfare legislation and assists with
the citizenship-application process. In the San Gabriel Valley, the major
political institutions include the CAUSE and the Taiwanese American Cit-
izens League, both of which focus almost exclusively on electoral partici-
pation and voter education.
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Despite the distinct missions of these organizations, one prominent
activist named all three of them as being among “‹ve groups you have to
talk to to understand Chinese American politics in Los Angeles.” Each
organization uses different strategies and modes of mobilization—provid-
ing social services and citizenship classes, organizing demonstrations,
mobilizing voters, and backing candidates. The types of political activity
utilized re›ect the local community’s needs and resources rather than sim-
ply whether immigrants are newly arrived or more settled. A range of con-
siderations come into play, including the class background and multiple
identities of particular segments of the Chinese community. Thus, for the
Los Angeles Chinese community, several types of political mobilization
happen simultaneously in response to the concerns of particular subsets of
Chinese immigrants. Community organizations capitalize on their knowl-
edge of and familiarity with local immigrant communities’ diverse ele-
ments. In contrast, political parties seem to pay very little attention to the
features of local communities, which may pose a critical problem in terms
of the ability to mobilize immigrants over the long term.

A similar set of processes occurs among institutions and different seg-
ments of the Mexican immigrant community. Although noticeable divi-
sions exist within the Mexican communities in Los Angeles and in New
York, it is also interesting to compare political mobilization among Mexi-
can immigrants across the two metropolitan contexts. Like the Chinese
community in the United States, the Mexican community is internally
diverse. Because Mexican immigrants did not begin arriving in signi‹cant
numbers in New York City until the mid-1980s, with most having
migrated since 1995, many individuals of Mexican origin in New York are
‹rst-generation immigrants; fewer than half have legal documentation
(Robert Smith 1996). Most come from south-central Mexico, and they
are small in numbers compared to other Latino groups such as Domini-
cans and Puerto Ricans. In contrast, Los Angeles’s historically well estab-
lished Mexican community is the largest Latino group in the western
United States, with members coming primarily from the central Mexican
states of Guanajuato, Michoacán, México, and Jalisco.

These internal differences between the New York’s and Los Angeles’s
Mexican immigrant populations shape the speci‹c kinds of political mobi-
lization in each locality. Because many Mexican immigrants in New York
are not citizens, community leaders tend to focus on nonelectoral activi-
ties, such as protests, marches, and demonstrations. The Catholic-
af‹liated Asociación de Tepeyac has taken on most of the responsibility for
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political mobilizing in the Mexican community, and many of its political
activities involve religious elements. The association lists among its goals
certain political objectives, such as to “participate in the efforts of other
organizations in demanding amnesty” and to “participate in struggles for
just wages and demand a 40-hour work week,” which appear alongside
religious aims (to “continue home visits with our Lady of Guadalupe, and
. . . have time for re›ection and the rosary”).

In Los Angeles, although the Catholic Church plays an important role
in organizing immigrants, many other institutions mobilize them as well.
For example, nearly thirty national organizations serving the Mexican
community are based in Los Angeles, and there are hundreds of local
organizations, ranging from legal aid or social service providers to business
associations, cultural institutions, and hometown associations (Congres-
sional Hispanic Caucus Institute 2001). Thus, compared to the political
activities undertaken by Mexican immigrants in New York, activities that
involve the community in Los Angeles are less likely to incorporate reli-
gious elements explicitly and are more likely to focus on other identities.
A particularly salient example is region of origin, an identity around which
250 hometown associations have been created in Los Angeles.

Furthermore, the demographic dominance of Latinos and historical
struggles for political empowerment in the Los Angeles region have led to
signi‹cant gains in electoral representation at the local and state level. In
1991, Gloria Molina, the child of a Mexican immigrant mother and Mex-
ican American father, was elected as one of ‹ve Los Angeles county super-
visors, the most important political of‹ces in Los Angeles. A Latino, Anto-
nio Villaraigosa, representing Los Angeles’s California Assembly District
45, held one of the state’s most powerful positions, speaker of the house,
and was elected mayor of the city of Los Angeles in 2005. Not surpris-
ingly, although community organizations in Los Angeles are likely to
organize marches and demonstrations and help Mexican immigrants to
naturalize, they also mobilize the community around electoral activities,
such as registering voters and supporting candidates sympathetic to Latino
concerns.

These organizations do not follow the systematic pattern that was
apparent in organizing European immigrants in the early twentieth cen-
tury whereby civic institutions would ‹rst mobilize immigrants to attend a
march or rally, then help them to learn English and naturalize, and ‹nally
get them to turn out to vote. Today, that array of activities can occur
simultaneously rather than linearly or as steps on the road to political
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empowerment. An immigrant-rights organization that targets Mexicans in
Los Angeles may organize workers to demonstrate for higher wages and
fair treatment by employers. At the same time, a voting-rights organiza-
tion is likely to be targeting the same population in an attempt to get them
to naturalize and vote.

As is true in the Chinese community, the key for the Mexican commu-
nity is that political mobilization is occurring as a set of simultaneous
processes. That is, organizations in New York and Los Angeles are work-
ing with different segments of the Mexican immigrant community,
thereby determining diverse and at times overlapping strategies for politi-
cal mobilization. For example, the Asociación de Tepeyac organized an
October 1999 trip to Washington, D.C., so that members could join a
demonstration calling for general amnesty for undocumented workers.
For months the group devoted time and resources to organizing the trip.
A Los Angeles social service organization also sent staff to the Washington
demonstration, but the majority of its regular efforts were concentrated on
helping immigrants with the citizenship process. The variety of communi-
ties involved has elicited diverse and nuanced responses from community
organizations, even drawing out some—like the Catholic Church—that
normally are apolitical. Not surprisingly, immigrants, with their multiple
self-identities—based on labor history, region of origin, religion, class,
position in the life cycle, and numerous other things—interact with orga-
nizations in a multiplicity of political activities that occur simultaneously
and often independently rather than as stages in a linear process. Commu-
nity organizations recognize internal diversity within the Mexican com-
munities and design their mobilization strategies accordingly. Political
parties have not yet taken this crucial step, which may hinder their ability
to mobilize immigrants.

Conclusion

Under the assumption that encouraging a recognition of ethnic identity
discourages immigrant assimilation, some observers claim that ethnic
organizations threaten to divide and balkanize American society. How-
ever, the long American tradition of ethnic-based political mobilization
belies that assertion, as does the evidence that these organizations form
cooperative alliances and coalitions that cross-cut immigrant identities in a
variety of ways.

Not only do numerous internal distinctions within a particular ethnic
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community exist (in terms of class, citizenship status, gender, national ori-
gin, and language background, for example), but differences also exist
between ethnic groups, such as Chinese and Mexican immigrants. As an
aggregate group, Chinese immigrants are more educated and have a
higher income than Mexican immigrants. They tend to exhibit higher
rates of citizenship on average than their Mexican counterparts. Many
Mexican immigrants live closer to their country of origin than do Chinese
immigrants. Further, Chinese immigrants are characterized by greater lan-
guage and religious diversity. Although both Chinese and Mexican immi-
grants are concentrated in big cities on coasts in nonswing states, Mexican
immigrants also constitute a signi‹cant population in some swing states,
including New Mexico, Colorado, and Arizona. There are also many more
Mexican immigrants than Chinese immigrants. In the end, however, any
attempt to evaluate immigrant mobilization should focus not simply on
the speci‹c differences between ethnic groups but also on how these dif-
ferences and the identities associated with them become critical nodes
around which civic institutions can mobilize.

In the absence of a consistent, committed effort by political parties, it
appears that community organizations will play an important role in the
political participation of contemporary immigrants. In their mobilization
efforts, these organizations are utilizing issues of concern to immigrants.
These issues may have their roots in racial or ethnic identity, but they also
often transcend those identities. Recognizing that immigrant ethnic
groups are not monolithic or homogenous, organizations respond to the
signi‹cant internal diversity that exists within groups. Differences in reli-
gion, socioeconomic status, region, language, sexual orientation, and citi-
zenship status offer many different axes around which to organize. Thus,
just as community organizations shape the political participation of immi-
grants, the internal diversity within immigrant communities shapes the
behavior of community organizations. Many organizations, including eth-
nic voluntary associations and advocacy and social service organizations,
respond to local variations and patterns within immigrant communities
they serve.

Immigrant political mobilization in the United States will be aided by
community organizations willing to respond not just to the needs of
speci‹c immigrant, ethnic, or racial groups as blocs but also to the speci‹c
identities held by individual members of those groups and found within
and across ethnic and racial communities.
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6 Mobilization of Latinos & 
Asian Americans

Evidence from Survey Data

The qualitative evidence gathered in Mexican and Chinese communities
in the United States suggests that community organizations play a
signi‹cant role in the political mobilization of immigrant minorities. This
is in surprising contrast to historic patterns, in which mainstream political
parties were key to getting noncitizens to naturalize and vote. This quali-
tative evidence leads to two quantitatively testable hypotheses. The ‹rst is
that Asian American and Latino immigrants do not view political parties as
strong intermediaries representing their interests in the political arena.
Instead, these immigrants are more likely to view community organiza-
tions as intermediaries representing their interests in the U.S. political sys-
tem. The second is that when party organizations do choose to target
minority immigrants, they are more likely to focus on voter mobilization
than on other types of political activities, in contrast to community orga-
nizations, which are more likely to engage immigrants in a range of polit-
ical activities other than voting, such as participation in demonstrations
and petition drives.

The quantitative data used to test these two hypotheses come from the
2000–2001 Pilot National Asian American Political Survey (PNAAPS)
(see Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004) and the 1989–90 Latino National
Political Survey (LNPS) (see de la Garza et al. 1992). (For more informa-
tion on these surveys, see the appendix, tables A1, A3.) The samples used
include a large number of immigrants, many naturalized, who self-identify
as either Asian American or Latino. Unless otherwise indicated, the label
immigrant includes both nonnaturalized immigrants and naturalized citi-
zens. For the analyses of voting, the sample includes only those who are
eligible to vote—that is naturalized citizens who are registered to vote.
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Party Activism in Latino Communities

Only the LNPS, which targeted members of Mexican, Puerto Rican,1 and
Cuban subgroups, included an adequate range of questions to address the
‹rst hypothesis, that political parties are less likely to be seen as intermedi-
aries representing immigrant interests in the political system than are com-
munity organizations. Although the LNPS data have been available for
sixteen years, other publicly available data on Latino political attitudes,
such as the more recent 1999 Washington Post/Henry J. Kaiser Family
Foundation/Harvard University National Survey on Latinos in America,
do not contain questions that allow for testing this hypothesis.

The LNPS asked respondents, “Is there any group or organization that
you think looks out for your concerns, even if you are not a member?”
Twenty-four percent of Latino immigrants answered af‹rmatively, 57 per-
cent answered negatively, and 19 percent responded, “Don’t know” (n =
1808).2 If respondents answered yes, they were then asked, “What group
or organization is that?” The respondent could select from more than six
hundred organizations, which later were categorized and coded into
groups as (1) unions and professional organizations; (2) charity organiza-
tions; (3) religious groups; (4) traditional interest groups; (5) neighbor-
hood, recreational, or school organizations; (6) Latino organizations or
clubs; (7) government agencies; and (8) political parties and candidates.3

Consistent with the ‹rst hypothesis, Latino immigrant respondents who
identi‹ed one of the six hundred organizations were more likely to name
a community organization such as a religious group or Latino organiza-
tion than a political party (table 1). Across all three Latino national-origin
groups, the pattern is striking. Compared to their compatriots who named
a political party or candidate, Mexican respondents were nine times more
likely to name a religious group, Puerto Ricans were three times more
likely to name a neighborhood organization, and Cuban respondents were
fourteen times more likely to name a Latino organization.

Fifty-two percent of Latino immigrants answered “yes” when asked
whether any organization looked after the concerns of their speci‹c
national-origin group. (“Thinking about Mexicans/Puerto Ricans/
Cubans, even if you are not a member [of the organization], is there any
group or organization that you think looks out for Mexican/Puerto
Rican/Cuban concerns?”) Twenty percent answered “no,” and 20 per-
cent answered, “don’t know.” Those who answered “yes” were then asked
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a second question: “What group or organization was that?” They could
identify up to three organizations. Among only those respondents to that
second question who named a political party, labor or professional organi-
zation, religious group, neighborhood group, or Latino organization,
very few responded by naming a party (table 2). Across the three ethnic
groups, most of these respondents named a Latino organization. Notably,
national origin affected the frequency to which a respondent named a par-
ticular type of organization as looking out for the concerns of his or her
national-origin group. Mexican immigrants were much more likely than
their Puerto Rican and especially Cuban counterparts to name a religious
institution.

Thus, Latino immigrants in the LNPS show remarkable consistency in
their perception that community organizations—especially ethnic volun-
tary associations and advocacy organizations and to some degree religious
institutions—represent their interests. This is not to say that political par-
ties never advocate on behalf of their Latino constituents. Indeed, in the
Puerto Rican sample, the respondents who believed an organization advo-
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TABLE 1. Latino Immigrants’ Perceptions of Individual Representation
by Various Organizations (in percentages)

Mexican Puerto Rican Cuban
(n = 113) (n = 68) (n = 93)

Union, labor, or professional
organization 11 7 8

Neighborhood, recreational, or
school organization 6 21 2

Religious group 28 27 10
Latino organization or group 28 25 43
Political party or candidate 3 7 3
Charity 14 6 24
Traditional interest group 4 0 7
Government agency 6 7 4

Source: LNPS.
Question: (1) “Is there any group or organization that you think looks out for your concerns, even if you

are not a member?” (2) “What group or organization is that?” Cell entries reflect the percentage that men-
tioned each type of organization in the second part of the question. Those who answered “Don’t know”
or who declined to state a specific organization are not included. Note that the percentages do not total
100 percent due to rounding. 



cated for their group’s concerns were more likely to name a political party
(6 percent) than they were to name a union (none). However, the data
support the argument that Latino immigrants perceive that nonparty com-
munity organizations look out for their concerns and do not view political
parties as doing so.

Some important caveats exist regarding these ‹ndings. First, the survey
data represent a snapshot of Latino public opinion in 1989–90; attitudes
may have shifted since that time (see chap. 3). Second, the survey question
asks about advocacy, not mobilization, so although parties are not seen as
advocates, they might still be mobilizing members of the Latino commu-
nity. Third, most respondents in the LNPS answered “no” to the question
of whether some sort of organization represented their individual con-
cerns, and 28 percent answered “no” to the question of whether some
type of organization represented their national-origin group. This is con-
sistent with the argument that few organizations—parties or otherwise—
engage in mass mobilization in immigrant communities. Yet it remains
signi‹cant that those respondents who perceive that an organization rep-
resents their interests name community organizations but fail to name
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TABLE 2. Latino Immigrants’ Perceptions of Group Representation by
Various Organizations (in percentages)

Union, labor,  Neighborhood, 
or  recreational,

Percentage professional  Religious or school  Latino
indicating: Political party organization  group organization  organization

Mexican 6 11 23 5 63
(n = 151)

Puerto Rican 6 0 13 7 80
(n = 136)

Cuban 2 1 3 4 93
(n = 237)  

Source: LNPS. 
Question: (1) “Thinking about Mexicans/Puerto Ricans/Cubans, even if you are not a member, is there

any group or organization that you think looks out for Mexican/Puerto Rican/Cuban concerns?” (2)
“What group or organization is that?” This data sample consists of only those respondents to the second
question who named a party, labor organization or union, religious institution, Latino or Hispanic group,
or community or neighborhood organization. Cell entries reflect the percentage of those respondents who
named each type of organization. Note that the percentages do not total 100 percent because respondents
could name up to three organizations. 



political parties. This analysis certainly suggests that a range of community
organizations constitute important vehicles for mobilizing Latino immi-
grants and the Latino community as a whole.

Another aspect of civic institutions’ involvement in immigrant political
mobilization—voter registration—was also analyzed (see table 3). Who
encourages Latinos, especially Latino immigrants, to register to vote? For
naturalized immigrants interviewed in the LNPS, 24 percent had been
contacted about registering to vote, but fewer than 5 percent of that
group had been contacted by a political party. Indeed, more respondents
claimed that they had been contacted about registering to vote by an indi-
vidual—for example, a family member, friend, or community member—
than by a party. The survey did not ask did not ask about whether speci‹c
types of community organizations (such as labor organizations, workers’
centers, social service organizations, advocacy organizations, ethnic volun-
tary associations, or religious institutions) had contacted respondents.

The LNPS reveals that regardless of ethnic origin, parties were not tar-
geting large numbers of naturalized Latino immigrants to register to vote
(table 3). Naturalized Mexicans clearly are much more likely to report
contact by a family member, friend, or community member than by a
political party. For those of Cuban origin, the difference is less dramatic.
Strikingly, however, as U.S. citizens, all Puerto Ricans living in the United
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TABLE 3. Mobilization through Voter Registration among Latino
Immigrants (in percentages)

Family member, friend,
Political party,  or individual in

Contacted to register by candidate, or politician community

Mexican naturalized immigrant   8  20
(n = 105)

Cuban naturalized immigrant  4  8
(n = 234) 

Puerto Rican immigrant   3  27
(n = 429)

Source: LNPS.
Question: “Next, we would like to ask you about elections in the U.S. During 1988, did anyone talk to

you about registering to vote? . . . Who spoke to you about registering to vote in the U.S.? (How do you
know this person?)” 

Note: Percentages in the first column were calculated by dividing the number of people reporting con-
tact by a party, candidate, or politician by the total number of naturalized immigrants. Percentages in the
second column were calculated similarly. 



States are eligible to register to vote, but only 3 percent had been con-
tacted by a political party, whereas 27 percent had been contacted by an
individual. Overall, naturalized Latino immigrants interviewed in the
LNPS were most likely to have been contacted by an individual, such as a
family member, friend, or community member, than by a political party.
The analysis supports the contention that parties are not perceived as an
active force mobilizing minority immigrants to register to vote. Similar
data are not available for Asian Americans because the questions asked
about parties and mobilization in available surveys were too different to
compare directly with the LNPS data.

Determinants of Asian American & Latino Political Participation

Does involvement with a community organization lead to participation in
a wide array of political activities that may or may not include voting? To
answer that hypothesis, we must examine the effects of af‹liation with a
community organization on political participation, manifested as (1) vot-
ing and as (2) taking part in a range of political activities other than vot-
ing, such as demonstrations and petition drives. The analyses used data
from both the LNPS and the PNAAPS. In addition to questions about
political contact, the LNPS includes questions about membership in or
af‹liation with Latino or Hispanic organizations and attendance at reli-
gious services (a measure of af‹liation with a religious institution).4 The
PNAAPS included a comparable set of key variables, including whether
respondents were members of an Asian American organization, attended
religious services, or had been contacted by a political party or individual
(via e-mail or letter or telephone call about a political campaign) in the
past four years.

The association between a respondent having voted or having partici-
pated in political activities other than voting and his or her membership in
an organization, attendance at religious services, or contact with a political
party or individual concerning voter registration was analyzed (tables 4
and 5). The coef‹cients indicate whether any of three key independent
variables (membership in an organization, contact by a party or individual,
or attending religious services frequently) is associated with political par-
ticipation, manifested as voting or as political activities other than voting.
Other factors, including age, sex, education, family income, political
engagement, English ›uency, experience with discrimination, ethnic
group, and length of residence, were controlled in the analyses.5
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For the Latino sample, political participation other than voting was
measured by a question asking respondents about participation in the past
twelve months in a range of political activities, such as signing a petition,
writing a letter to an editor or public of‹cial, attending a public meeting,
or supporting a candidate for public of‹ce. Similarly, for the Asian Ameri-
can sample, participation other than voting was measured by a question
asking, “During the past four years, have you participated in any of the fol-
lowing types of political activity in your community?” Respondents picked
activities from a list that included, among other things, writing or phoning
a government of‹cial, donating money to a campaign, signing a petition
for a political cause, or taking part in a protest or demonstration. The
Asian American and Latino data sets were analyzed separately. Again, for
the analyses of voting, the sample includes only those who are eligible to
vote—that is, naturalized citizens who had registered to vote.

For the ‹rst analysis, the dependent variable, voting in 1988 for Latino
immigrants in the LNPS, was regressed on the key independent variables
as well as on the set of control variables. (The full models appear in the
appendix, tables A4, A5.) For Latino immigrants, being contacted by an
individual and frequent attendance at religious services are associated
strongly with voting in the 1988 election. Contrary to expectations, hav-
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TABLE 4. Effect of Mobilization on Political Participation among
Latino Immigrants by Source of Mobilization

Contacted by
Member of a  Contacted by  family member,  Attends

Latino or  political party,  friend, or  religious
Hispanic  candidate, or  individual in  services

organization politician community frequently

Voted in 1988a .63 –.14  .74***  1.37***
(.59)  (.54)  (.30)  (.35)

Participation  
other than .66** –.12  .30***  .05**
votingb (.13)  (.21)  (.10)  (.02)

Source: LNPS.
Note: Entries in parentheses are standard errors. Full equations are listed in appendix. 
aCell entries are coefficients from logistic equations. For voting analysis, the samples included

only those who were eligible to vote—that is, citizens who were registered to vote. 
bCell entries are coefficients and standard errors from OLS equations. For the analysis of par-

ticipation other than voting, the sample was not restricted by citizenship or registration. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01



ing been contacted by a political party does not appear to be strongly asso-
ciated with voter turnout in 1988. Thus, for Latino immigrants, nonparti-
san contact and being active in a religious institution are closely associated
with voting, but contact by a political party, candidate, or politician is not
a major factor. The degree to which party contact affects voter turnout
may have changed as the mainstream political parties more actively
courted Latino registered voters, but even as late as 1988, that contact
appeared to have had little effect on Latino mobilization.

The results for the analysis of immigrant political participation in activi-
ties other than voting show that being a member of a Hispanic organiza-
tion, having been contacted by an individual, and attending religious ser-
vices frequently are positive and statistically signi‹cant predictors for
political participation in activities other than voting. In terms of magni-
tude, membership in a Latino or Hispanic organization is especially
important. In sharp contrast, contact by a political party appears unrelated
to participation in activities other than voting. Thus, analysis of the LNPS
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TABLE 5. Effect of Mobilization on Political Participation among
Asian American Immigrants by Source of Mobilization 

Member of  Attends
Asian  Contacted by  religious

American  Contacted by individual in  services
organization  political party community frequently

Voted in 2000a .75  .75**  –.21  1.32**
(.58)  (.36)  (.44)  (.55)

Voted  
consistently in  –.12  .87***  .07  1.03***
1998 and 2000a (.36)  (.30)  (.33)  (.39)

Participation  
other than .44***  .08  .57***  .03
votingb (.11)  (.09)  (.11)  (.03)

Source: PNAAPS.
Note: Voted consistently in 1998 and 2000 is coded as follows: 0 = did not vote in both 1998

and 2000, 1= voted in both 1998 and 2000. Entries in parentheses are standard errors. Full equa-
tions are listed in appendix. 

aCell entries are coefficients from logistic equations. For voting analysis, the samples included
only citizens who were registered to vote (that is, only those individuals who were eligible to vote). 

bCell entries are coefficients and standard errors from OLS equations. For the analysis of partic-
ipation other than voting, the sample was not restricted by citizenship or registration.

*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01



data supports the hypothesis that involvement with a community organi-
zation—in this case measured by membership in a Hispanic organization
or frequent attendance at church—is likely to lead to involvement in a
range of political activities. Being contacted by an individual or frequently
attending religious services increases the likelihood that immigrant Lati-
nos will vote as well as take part in other types of political activities. This is
consistent with past research showing a strong association between church
attendance and political participation for the general population and
minority groups as well (Harris 1994; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995;
Jones-Correa and Leal 2001). Membership in a Hispanic organization is
associated with participation other than voting. This suggests that because
community-based organizations are not in the business of winning elec-
tions, they are less likely to focus their mobilization efforts on voting
alone, as political parties do. However, contact with a political party did
not seem to increase likelihood of voting or participation in activities other
than voting, after other variables were taken into account.

Uncertainty exists about the causal direction of the relationship between
political contact and participation. Although contact may lead to more
political participation, it is also probable that those who are most partici-
patory are also the most likely to be targeted for contact by parties and
other political groups (see Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba, Schloz-
man, and Brady 1995; Leighley 2001). Thus, although a strong associa-
tion between contact and participation exists, caution in interpreting the
causal direction of that association is appropriate. Some evidence from
‹eld experiments indicates that contact precedes participation.6

To gain some understanding of the relative in›uence on voting of such
factors as contact by a political party, membership in an organization, or
attendance at religious services, voter turnout for Asian American immi-
grants was analyzed (see table 5). Of the different sources of mobilization,
contact by a political party and frequent attendance at religious services was
associated with voting in 2000. Consistency in voting (as measured by
voter turnout in both 1998 and 2000) appears to be associated with either
contact by a political party or attendance at religious service. In contrast,
membership in an Asian American organization and having been contacted
by an individual from the respondent’s community did not appear to be
associated with voter turnout. (For full model, see appendix, table A6.)

Similar to the ‹ndings for the LNPS analysis, for Asian American immi-
grants surveyed in the PNAAPS, membership in an Asian American orga-
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nization emerges as one of the variables most closely associated with polit-
ical activities other than voting (see table 5; for full model, see appendix,
table A7). Those who belong to an Asian American organization are more
likely to take part in a broad range of political activities, even when con-
trolling for other factors such as socioeconomic status. For Asian Ameri-
can immigrants, contact by an individual in the community is also a very
strong predictor of political participation other than voting. However,
contact by a political party is not associated with participation in any activ-
ities beyond voting. These results seem to support the hypothesis that for
immigrants, involvement with a community organization is likely to be
related to greater participation in a range of political activities that may or
may not include voting. The results reveal that for Asian American immi-
grants, there is no association between contact by a political party and par-
ticipation in political activities other than voting. Although attendance at
religious institutions was associated with both voting and participation
other than voting for the Latino sample, for Asian Americans, frequent
attendance at religious services appears to have no relationship to political
participation other than voting, after other variables are taken into
account.

Conclusions about Parties, Community Organizations, & Mobilization

The analysis of large-scale quantitative data using samples of Latino and
Asian American immigrants has allowed us to test two hypotheses that
emerged from qualitative research on Chinese and Mexican populations in
New York and Los Angeles. The ‹rst is that immigrants do not view polit-
ical parties as robust sources of political representation or mobilization and
that community organizations play a role in fostering immigrants’ political
participation. The second is that when targeting immigrant communities,
party organizations focus on voter mobilization, whereas community
organizations are more likely to engage immigrants in a range of political
activities other than voting. Thus, contact by a party may lead some immi-
grants to the polls, whereas membership in an Asian American or Latino
organization or church is more likely to be associated with an immigrant
taking part in an array of activities, such as signing a petition, writing a let-
ter to the editor, attending a public meeting, or going to a rally.

Although the available surveys did not directly address the question of
whether political parties and other nonparty organizations are mobilizing
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immigrants, the analysis corroborates the contention that parties do not
have a strong presence in immigrant communities and that in contrast,
community organizations are more involved in the representation and
mobilization of immigrants. Among the Latino respondents who indi-
cated that an organization watched out for their interests, many identi‹ed
community organizations. These immigrants consistently asserted that
community organizations were the groups most likely to represent their
concerns. They did not make similar assertions about political parties.

The examination of mobilization as measured by voter registration
showed that Latino immigrants report very low levels of contact by politi-
cal parties. This is not to say that political parties never target immigrant
communities: some respondents in both surveys reported being contacted
by a political party. However, concerning registering to vote, Latino
immigrants were more likely to be contacted by an individual than by a
political party. This ‹nding suggests that at least until very recently, parties
have not been a robust force in the mobilization of Latino communities.
Although political parties may now be making more of an effort to target
Latinos, the analysis showed that in their minds, political parties must
overcome a weak historical presence, even speci‹cally in regard to voting-
related activities.

As the second hypothesis predicted, the analysis showed that the effects
of party outreach are generally distinct from the effects of mobilization
involving community organizations. Efforts by a political party will affect
primarily voter turnout, whereas community organizations are more likely
to engage immigrants in a range of political activities other than voting.
This ‹nding is to be expected because community organizations have
direct contact with many noncitizens (that is, people ineligible to vote)
and because their organizational missions are rarely focused on election
outcomes (especially in the case of nonpro‹t organizations, which are
barred by law from electioneering). Thus, it is not surprising that these
organizations would mobilize Asian Americans and Latinos, including
immigrant members of these communities, to participate in a range of
political activities.

Contact by a political party has an inconsistent effect on Latino and
Asian American political participation. For Latino immigrants who took
part in the LNPS, no association exists between party contact and any type
of political activity, voting or otherwise, after other factors, such as socio-
economic status, political engagement, and other types of institutional
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connections are taken into account. For Asian American immigrants,
being contacted by a political party is associated most strongly with con-
sistent voting—that is, voting in both 1998 and 2000. Party contact was
also associated with voter turnout for Asian American immigrants in 2000,
but was not a consistent predictor of participation in political activities
other than voting.

The analysis solidly supports the prediction that involvement with a
community organization constitutes one of the strongest determinants of
Latino and Asian American immigrant participation in political activities
other than voting. For Latinos and Asian American immigrants in the sam-
ples, being a member of a community organization is always associated
with participation in political activities other than voting, even when other
possible determinants of participation are taken into account.

The ‹ndings presented here suggest that contemporary community
organizations can play a vital role in mobilizing immigrants to engage in
politics. Yet it is also true that neither parties nor community organiza-
tions have been engaging in mass mobilization of Asian American and
Latino immigrants. One important question, then, is how both parties and
other types of American civic institutions can become a stronger force in
the political mobilization and incorporation of contemporary immigrants.
The following chapters explore long-term mobilization strategies and
building on immigrants’ transnational attachments as two possible modes
of attaining a more vital role for American civic institutions in immigrant
political mobilization.
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7 Revitalizing Civic Institutions in
Immigrant Communities

Long-Term Strategies

Qualitative and quantitative evidence suggests that community organiza-
tions have assumed an important role in mobilizing Asian American and
Latino immigrants. Contrary to historical patterns, political parties today
are not engaging immigrants through mass-mobilization efforts and have
been slow to develop a signi‹cant presence in immigrant communities.
Parties are operating within a larger context of demographic change as
immigrant groups from all over the world, especially Asia and Latin Amer-
ica, enter the United States in large numbers. Party behavior is in›uenced
by the low rates of electoral participation that Asian Americans and Lati-
nos exhibit relative to the rest of the population: parties consequently
engage in selective mobilization, focusing their efforts on groups that vote
at higher rates and on those Asian Americans and Latinos who are citizens
and high-propensity voters. In contrast, community organizations, which
through limited mobilization seek to reach beyond the most advantaged
and civically engaged Asian Americans and Latinos, appear to be taking on
some of the roles parties played in the past.

Demographic Features of Asian American & Latino Populations

Regardless of which set of institutions is most active in immigrant mobi-
lization, both the Asian American and Latino communities present demo-
graphic characteristics that have affected their levels of political participa-
tion (table 6). Both groups represent a small percentage of the total U.S.
population (Asian Americans are 4 percent and Latinos 13 percent, while
the non-Latino white majority is 69 percent). Historically, small popula-
tion size has contributed to the low rates of Latino and Asian American
mobilization, but when the 2000 Census showed that Latinos for the ‹rst
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time outnumbered African Americans, the two major parties took notice.
The Census also revealed that although the Asian American population
has been growing quickly, that group apparently still lacks a politically
signi‹cant demographic presence in the United States. This situation has
deterred party mobilization, although continuing growth may change
that.
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TABLE 6. Demographic and Political Profile of Asian Americans and
Latinos, 2000 

Asian Americans Latinos

Percentage of U.S. populationa 4 13
Percentage of growth 1990 to 2000b 72 58
Percentage of foreign-born 69 40
Percentage of noncitizens among adults 41 39
For those over twenty-five years old, percentage 

with a bachelor’s degreec 44 10
Median per capita income $22,352 $12,306
Median age 31 years 26 years
Percentage under eighteen years old 27 35
Registration rate among adults (%) 31 35
Registration rate among adult citizens (%) 52 57
Voting rate among adults (%) 25 28
Voting rate among adult citizens (%) 43 45
Voting rate among registered (%) 83 79
Percentage of voters in 2000 electiond 2 5–7
Percentage increase in voters, 1996–2000 22 19
Percentage of population residing in battleground

states, 2000e 20 20
Percentage of voters supporting Bush 2000 41 35
Percentage of voters supporting Gore 2000 55 62

Source: Myer 2001; U.S. Census Bureau 2001; CNN 2000; Jamieson, Shin, and Day 2002; Bauman
and Graf 2003; Passell 2004; DeSipio and de la Garza 2005.

aUnless noted, statistics are based on those who reported that they were Asian alone or Asian in combi-
nation with another race. Those who reported that they were Asian alone in the 2000 Census accounted
for 3.6 percent of the U.S. population. 

bThis calculation is based on the figures for race alone or in combination in the 2000 Census. If figures
for race alone were used, the growth rate is 48 percent between 1990 and 2000. 

cThis calculation is based on the figure for those who identified as Asian alone. 
dThese figures are based on DeSipio and de la Garza 2005, table 1.9;  Passell 2004. Estimates of the

Latino vote vary from 4 percent to 7 percent (DeSipio and de la Garza 2005, table 1.9). 
eBattleground states in 2000 included Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Iowa, Maine,  Michigan, Minnesota,

Missouri, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Washington,
West Virginia, and Wisconsin.



Neither group has a share of the electorate that equates to its share of
the overall U.S. population. Asian Americans comprised just 2 percent and
Latinos just 5–7 percent of the voters in the 2000 presidential election
(DeSipio and de la Garza 2005, 51; Passell 2004). In 2004, exit polls
showed that Asian Americans constituted 2–3 percent of the electorate
and Latinos 5–8 percent.1

Although they share some common demographic features that
in›uence their participation in the political system, Asian Americans and
Latinos differ in certain critical respects. One notable difference occurs in
the area of socioeconomic status. Asian Americans as a whole exhibit the
highest rates of educational achievement among the four major U.S. racial
and ethnic groups. According to the 2000 Census, 44 percent of Asian
Americans over age twenty-‹ve held bachelor’s degrees, compared to just
10 percent of Latinos in the same age group (table 6). The median per
capita income in 2000 for Asian Americans ($22,325) eclipsed that of
Latinos ($12,306).2 Socioeconomic resources are one of the most consis-
tent and powerful determinants of political participation, yet socioeco-
nomic power has not translated into political power for Asian Americans.
A primary reason is that a large number of foreign-born Asian American
adults lack U.S. citizenship. About 40 percent of adult Asian Americans
and Latinos were ineligible to vote in 2000 because they were not citizens.
Having a large percentage of nonnaturalized individuals in their ranks
continues to impede the participation of both Asian Americans and Lati-
nos.

Latinos and Asian Americans also exhibit distinct patterns of naturaliza-
tion. Immigrants from Asia tend to naturalize at higher rates than do those
from other parts of the world, whereas immigrants from Latin America
naturalize at lower rates (Portes and Rumbaut 1996). In 2000, according
to Jeffrey Passell, only 30 percent of Latino immigrants with legal docu-
ments had naturalized, compared to 80 percent of immigrants from other
parts of the world, and if Latino immigrants had naturalized at the same
rate as other immigrants, an estimated seven hundred thousand additional
Latinos would have been eligible to vote in 2000 (2004, 1). Changes in
naturalization rates, especially those that result from efforts to streamline
and accelerate the process, would likely result in higher rates of citizenship
for both Latino and Asian American immigrants, inducing both Republi-
cans and Democrats to pay greater attention to these newcomers.

Voter-registration rates for both Asian Americans and Latinos are also
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quite low. Only about one-third of adult Asian Americans and Latinos
were registered to vote in 2000, but the registration rate climbs moder-
ately for citizens in that group. For the registered voters, the turnout rates
compare quite favorably with other groups—83 percent for Asian Ameri-
cans and 79 percent for Latinos, compared to 86 percent for registered
whites and 84 percent for registered blacks. Thus, racial and ethnic gaps in
electoral participation shrink considerably after Asian Americans and Lati-
nos register to vote but not when they merely meet the citizenship eligi-
bility requirement for voting by naturalizing. Registration is clearly a key
to increasing voting participation for both groups.

Citizenship status and registration are not the only demographic char-
acteristics that affect electoral participation rates. Age also matters, since
voters must be at least eighteen years old. In 2000, 27 percent of Asian
Americans and 35 percent of Latinos were under eighteen, compared to
23 percent of white Americans. As Latino and Asian American young peo-
ple come of political age, voting rates for both groups will no doubt
increase. Until that time, however, lack of citizenship, low rates of regis-
tration, and a young population will continue to depress Asian American
and Latino electoral participation.

Because members of these two groups do not vote at high rates, parties
and candidates fail to target many in those groups for mass mobilization.
The belief that, as groups, Asians and Latinos do not vote leads political
strategists to ignore many immigrants, even though assistance with natu-
ralization and particularly with registration could belie that assumption.
The lack of interest in mobilizing Asian Americans and Latinos (at least
those outside of the battleground states), whether newcomers or citizens,
further depresses their rates of participation, creating a pattern of neglect
by the mainstream parties. Parties may be overlooking an important trend,
however. Recent years have seen a dramatic increase in the number of
Asian American and Latino voters. From 1996 to 2000, the number of
Latino voters increased 19 percent and that of Asian American voters
increased 22 percent (table 6; see also Passell 2004). In contrast, the num-
ber of white voters increased just 4 percent.

In recent elections, mobilization by the two major parties has also
depended on a group having a strong demographic presence in a battle-
ground state. The vast majority of Asian Americans are concentrated on
the East and West Coasts. In 2000, more than half of the Asian American
population lived in just three states—California, New York, and Hawaii—
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and Asian Americans accounted for more than 10 percent of the popula-
tions of California and Hawaii. However, only 20 percent of Asian Amer-
icans lived in battleground states, compared to 40 percent of non-Latino
whites. Latinos are also regionally concentrated, with half living in just two
states, California and Texas. However, although only 20 percent of all
Latinos lived in battleground states in 2000, the Latino population was
signi‹cant in certain ones. In particular, Latinos constitute a signi‹cant
part of the population in Florida, Arizona, and New Mexico, critical states
in close elections. Along with their larger demographic presence, Latinos’
growing clout in battleground states partially accounts for why the two
parties paid more attention to Latinos than to Asian Americans in 2000
and 2004.

In the 2000 election, exit polls showed that Latino and Asian American
voters supported Al Gore at rates of 62 percent for Latinos and 55 percent
for Asian Americans, while 35 percent of Latinos and 41 percent of Asian
Americans voted for George W. Bush. In 2004, the Republican incum-
bent seemed to have made impressive gains among Latinos, gaining sup-
port from 44 percent of the members of that group, compared to 53 per-
cent who backed his challenger, John Kerry (3 percent of the Latino
electorate favored Ralph Nader or another candidate) (CNN 2004).
Forty-four percent of Asian Americans voted for Bush, while 56 percent
supported Kerry (CNN 2004). However, after the 2004 election, scholars
and pundits argued that the exit poll data (based on polls sponsored by a
consortium of media outlets, including NBC and CNN) relied on ›awed
sampling and weighting techniques that exaggerated Latino support for
Bush (Fears 2004; Southwest Voter Registration and Education Project
2004). Regardless of the controversy over the validity of the exit poll
results, most observers agreed that vote choice and partisan loyalties
among Latinos remain “volatile” and were not solidi‹ed by the events of
2004 (Alonso-Zaldivar 2004). Similarly, although Asian Americans leaned
toward the Democratic candidate in both races, their party loyalties are far
from assured (Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004, 16). Although neither
party has consolidated support among Asian Americans and Latinos, this
fact manifests itself quite differently in terms of the parties’ approach to
each group. Both parties seem to believe that they can eventually win the
support of Latinos with largely symbolic efforts. In contrast, the parties’
appear to see Asian Americans not as potential swing voters but as a group
that splits its vote and is therefore not worth mobilizing.

Revitalizing Civic Institutions 157



Despite its high level of educational attainment and economic power,
parties are not likely to perceive Asian Americans as an important voting
bloc because the group is relatively small and contains such a large pro-
portion of nonnaturalized individuals and because those who are citizens
exhibit low voter-registration rates. Low rates of voting contribute to a
vicious cycle, as parties are reluctant to spend resources on those whom
they view as being apathetic. Because the group is seen as having split par-
tisan loyalties, neither party seems to view it as desirable to mobilize. Lack
of party mobilization then further depresses participation. The concentra-
tion of the Asian American population outside the battleground states, the
primary focus of recent presidential elections, has reinforced this pattern.

Latino demographics also exhibit traits that are associated with
depressed political participation. Latinos are characterized by a high pro-
portion of nonnaturalized individuals who are ineligible to vote and a high
proportion of young people not yet of voting age (table 6). The low
socioeconomic position of many Latinos constitutes another deterrent to
their political participation. Despite their long history in the United States,
Latinos have been slow to garner recognition from the two parties. How-
ever, the overall size of the Latino population in relation to other groups
in the United States and the belief that their party loyalties can be won has
now resulted in increasing attention, but it has been primarily symbolic
and focused on registered Latino voters living in battleground states. As a
consequence of these many factors, an increase in voter turnout has not
developed despite the brisk growth rate for the Latino population.

Republican & Democratic Strategy: Short-Term or Shortsighted?

The parties’ strategic targeting of high-propensity voters in battleground
states may appear rational at ‹rst glance, but there are reasons to believe
that this approach is shortsighted. As the largest minority population in
the United States, Latinos have demographic strength. Asian Americans,
the fastest-growing of the four major racial and ethnic groups during the
1990s, are not far behind. The U.S. Census Bureau projects that those
identifying as “Asian alone” (not in combination with another race) will
approach 10 percent of the U.S. population within the next four decades
(U.S. Census Bureau 2004). Further, the numbers of Asian American and
Latino voters are increasing at a much faster pace than the numbers for
their white counterparts. Therefore, a longer-term approach to mobilizing
Asian Americans and Latinos could have a dual bene‹t of speeding up par-
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ticipation rates for both groups and solidifying group loyalty to a given
party.

At present, however, parties have not taken a long-term approach to
mobilizing Asian Americans or Latinos, especially the immigrant members
of these communities. In contrast to the past, parties have not been mobi-
lizing immigrants on a mass level in the communities where they live.
They primarily engage in selective mobilization of the most likely voters.
Community organizations such as labor organizations, workers’ centers,
advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations,
and religious institutions have stepped into the breach, but many of their
efforts face signi‹cant challenges, such as lack of ‹nancial resources and
competing priorities dictated by organizational mission. Thus, they
engage in limited mobilization. Given that parties fail consistently to
mobilize immigrants and that community organizations are limited in
their ability or resources for a mass mobilization of immigrants, long-term,
gradual political socialization over time may represent the only mechanism
currently operating to increase the participation of large numbers of immi-
grants in the political system.

The Passage of Time as a Mechanism for Increasing Political Participation

A consistent theme during the interviews with Chinese and Mexican
immigrants and community leaders was the importance of length of resi-
dence as an in›uence on contemporary immigrants’ political participation
in the United States. Those who work closely with immigrant communi-
ties often remarked on this relationship. One Mexican organizer in New
York compared the political organization of Mexican communities in New
York to those in Los Angeles and Chicago: “California was Mexico before,
and Chicago is another place where Mexicans were there in the beginning
of the century, so they have a lot of organizations—a lot. They have one
organization for teachers, for students, for people who sell on the streets,
for ›ower vendors—for everything, they have an organization. But they
have been there for a hundred years.” He emphasized that because the
Mexican community in New York is relatively new, it will take time to
establish an organizational infrastructure and develop leaders. Most com-
munity leaders mentioned that they expect to see more and varied politi-
cal participation in their communities as individual members’ duration of
residence in the United States lengthens.

The director of a social-service center serving a mostly Chinese immi-
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grant population in Sunset Park, New York, emphasized the political gains
his community had gradually made: “We are seeing improvement. We saw
that maybe ‹ve or six years ago—we were probably able to serve ‹fty or
sixty people a day on Election Day. The last Election Day was about the
local community school board, [and] we were able to mobilize a little over
‹fteen hundred Chinese to come out and vote. It’s really amazing because
that has never happened in the Brooklyn area.” Interviews with immi-
grants themselves also show a consistent relationship between length of
residence and political involvement. Chinese and Mexican respondents in
the study indicated that they were more interested in U.S. politics at the
time of the interview than when they had ‹rst arrived. When asked if she
had become more interested in U.S. politics, one Chinese immigrant in
Los Angeles responded, “When I ‹rst came, I didn’t even want to bother
listening. But now, after living here for so long, it’s inevitable for me to
become more interested than when I ‹rst was.”

Length of Residence and Political Participation

Data from the Current Population Survey show a very strong association
between length of residence and political participation across a representa-
tive sample of immigrant groups (Ramakrishnan and Espenshade 2001;
Ramakrishnan 2003). For immigrant citizens from each of the four major
U.S. racial and ethnic groups, voting participation increases dramatically
with length of residence in the United States (see ‹gure 1). Using the
Current Population Survey 2002 Volunteer Supplement, a nationally rep-
resentative sample that includes a large proportion of immigrants, S.
Karthick Ramakrishnan (2003) found that long-term residents are more
likely to work as volunteers than are new arrivals.3 All four major U.S.
racial groups demonstrated a strong relationship between length of resi-
dence and volunteering, although, across time, the relationship was most
consistent for Asian American and Latino immigrants.

Alejandro Portes and Rubén Rumbaut (1996, 108), two prominent
scholars of contemporary immigration, claim that not until after the pass-
ing of the ‹rst generation do subsequent generations of Latinos and Asian
Americans turn their attention to U.S. politics. However, we should not
dismiss the political participation of ‹rst-generation immigrants. Past stud-
ies of immigrant communities have emphasized that length of residence is
an important determinant of civic participation for ‹rst-generation immi-
grants (Cain, Kiewiet, and Uhlaner 1991; Arvizu and Garcia 1996; Ong
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and Nakanishi 1996; Jones-Correa 1998; Lien 2000; J. Wong 2001).
These studies rely on data collected primarily in the late 1980s and early
1990s and, in some cases, data that are geographically limited to a partic-
ular state. More recent data from the 1999 Washington Post/Kaiser/Har-
vard University Survey of Latinos in America (LAT) and the 2000–2001
Pilot National Asian American Political Survey (PNAAPS) also show a
positive association between length of residence and the political partici-
pation of contemporary Asian American and Latino immigrants. (For
details on the LAT and PNAAPS, see appendix, tables A1, A2). In addi-
tion, these surveys include a wider range of questions than the Current
Population Survey contains, allowing for a more in-depth analysis of that
association.

The PNAAPS asked Asian Americans if they were registered to vote and
if they had voted in 2000. A third question asked, “During the past four
years, have you participated in any of the following types of political activ-
ity in your community?” Respondents picked activities from a list that
included writing or phoning a government of‹cial, donating money to a
campaign, signing a petition for a political cause, or taking part in a protest
or demonstration. (For the exact wording of questions measuring partici-
pation in activities other than voting, see appendix, table A7.) Analysis
excluded those who have lived in the United States for fewer than ‹ve
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years, the residency period required to naturalize and thus to register and
to vote.4

For naturalized Asian Americans, registration rates increased with
length of U.S. residence (see ‹gure 2). Those who have lived in the
United States for twenty-one years or longer are actually more likely to be
registered voters (93 percent) than are U.S.-born Asian Americans (85
percent). A similar pattern holds for Asian American voter turnout in
2000. Of the Asian Americans who had lived in the United States for less
than ten years, fewer than 30 percent indicated that they had voted, com-
pared to more than 50 percent for those who had lived there for twenty-
one years or more. Again, Asian immigrants who are long-term residents
are even more likely to have voted in 2000 than are native-born Asian
Americans. Answers to the third question also revealed that length of U.S.
residence is a factor. For example, just 35 percent of those who have lived
in the United States for less than a decade indicated that they had partici-
pated in a political activity other than voting during the four years prior to
the survey, compared to 55 percent for those who have lived there for
between twenty-one and twenty-‹ve years. Interestingly, participation
among the longest-term residents (twenty-six years or more) drops off
slightly. Overall, however, participation in activities other than voting
appears to increase with length of residence.

Using the LAT survey, voting participation was measured based on
whether respondents voted in 1996 or 1998. (See appendix for details on
the survey methodology.) Both election years are included in an attempt
to capture consistent voting behavior. Turnout in a presidential election
(1996) tends to be higher than turnout for a congressional election
(1998), but people are more likely to recall whether they voted in the
more recent election. Unlike the questions in the PNAAPS, the questions
in the LAT measure participation in political activities other than voting by
asking about whether respondents had worked or volunteered for a Latino
political candidate; attended a public meeting or demonstration regarding
Latino concerns; or contributed money to a Latino candidate or organiza-
tion. The survey did not have a measure of general participation (that is,
one that was not speci‹cally related to supporting a Latino candidate or
cause).

Like their Asian American counterparts, the Latino immigrants in the
United States for the longest period of time are more likely to report that
they had registered and voted than are more recent arrivals. Latinos who
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have lived in the United States for twenty-six years or longer are just as
likely to have registered and voted as are U.S.-born Latinos (‹gure 3). Par-
ticipation in political activities other than voting is more consistent over
time, although the newest residents are less likely to have participated (28
percent) than are residents who have lived in the United States for at least
26 years (35 percent).

Is it possible that these changes in political participation over time are
simply a matter of increases in socioeconomic resources or age? In other
words, might the basic socioeconomic model of political participation
explain these trends? Using LAT data on voter registration and controlling
for immigrant age and socioeconomic status, separate regression models
tested for the effects of length of residence on voting in 1996 or 1998 and
participation in political activities other than voting for Latinos (see table
7). Controlling in one equation for socioeconomic status (measured as
education and income), age, and length of residence allows us to examine
the separate effects of each variable on the type of political participation
included in each model. The relationship between age and political partic-
ipation is curvilinear for the Latino sample, indicating that Latino individ-
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TABLE 7. Political Participation and Length of Residence among Latinos 

Participation in
Registered Voted in 1996 or 1998 activities other

(among citizens) (among registered) than voting

b  SE  b  SE  b  SE

Education .16*** .06 .36** .09 .13*** .04
Household income .04 .06 .00 .09 .05 .04
Age .01 .00 .09** .04 .06*** .02
Age squared .01 .03 .00 .00 .00*** .00
Years in the 

United States .03** .01 .05* .02 .02*** .01
Constant –.78 .75 –3.33 1.01 –.27 .41

–2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood)
Initial = 663.74 Initial = 393.36 Initial = 1,647.18
–2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood)
Convergence = 632.17 Convergence = 338.87 Convergence = 1,610.22
Chi-Square 31.58 (df 5) Chi-Square 54.46 (df 5) Chi-Square 36.96 (df 5)
p < .00 p < .00 p < .00
N = 571 N = 418 N = 1,329

Source: LAT.
Note: Foreign-born sample only. Logistic regression used for all models. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01 



uals are more likely to participate in politics as they grow older; among the
very oldest, however, participation begins to drop off. Thus, a variable
(age squared) that captures the curvilinear nature of the relationship is
included. A similar set of analyses was conducted using the PNAAPS sam-
ple (see table 8). For both analyses, only those eligible to vote were
included.

The most important result of these analyses is the consistently positive,
statistically signi‹cant relationship between length of residence and the
likelihood of Latino and Asian immigrants registering to vote, voting, and
participating in political activities other than voting. And this holds true
even after controlling for age, income, and education. With the exception
of Asian-immigrant voter turnout in 2000, which shows a negative associ-
ation between length of residence and participation, when one takes into
account respondents’ age, income, and education, length of residence
exerts a positive in›uence on whether Asian American and Latino immi-
grants participate politically.
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TABLE 8. Political Participation and Length of Residence among 
Asian Americans

Participation in
Registered Voted in 2000 activities other than

(among citizens)  (among registered)  voting

b SE b SE b SE

Education .20** .09 .45** .12 .22*** .06
Household

income .10 .08 –.08 .10 .15*** .05
Age .03*** .01 .04*** .01 .01 .01
Years in the

United States .04** .02 –.06*** .02 .02* .06
Constant –1.65** .55 –.49 .77 –2.39*** .36

–2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood)
Initial = 489.27 Initial = 332.72 Initial = 1,041.92
–2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood) –2 (Log-Likelihood)
Convergence = 451.39 Convergence = 300.46 Convergence = 991.92
Chi-Square 37.91(df 4 ) Chi-Square 32.26 (df 4) Chi-Square 50.00 (df 4 )
p < .00 p < .00 p < .00
N = 460 N = 357 N = 773

Source: PNAAPS.
Note: Foreign-born sample only. Logistic regression used for all models. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01 



Although for Asian immigrants, the relationship between length of res-
idence and 2000 voter turnout is negative (b = –.06), an examination of
consistency in voting (measured by voter behavior in 1998 and 2000)
yields a positive and statistically signi‹cant relationship (b = .03, standard
error = .01) (see tables 8 and 9). Length of residence is not a critical pre-
dictor of Asian-immigrant voter turnout in 2000, but a positive associa-
tion exists between length of residence and turnout in the two consecutive
elections. Thus, regardless of differences in age, income, and education,
with each additional year of U.S. residence, Asian Americans can be
expected to vote more consistently.

The effect of length of residence on Asian American and Latino politi-
cal participation is highlighted by the following example.5 The likelihood
that a forty-‹ve-year-old Mexican immigrant citizen with average educa-
tion and income who has lived in the United States for just ‹ve years
would be registered to vote is 64 percent, while that ‹gure is 75 percent
for an immigrant who has been in the United States for twenty years. Sim-
ilarly, for a forty-seven-year-old Asian American immigrant citizen with
average education and income who has lived in the United States for ‹ve
years, the likelihood of being registered is 75 percent, versus 83 percent
for an Asian American with the same characteristics who has lived in the
United States for twenty years.

The ‹ndings also con‹rm that at the individual level, socioeconomic
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TABLE 9. Consistent Turnout among Asian Americans 

Turned out in 1998 and 2000  

Education .19** .09
Household income –.13* .08
Age .02*** .01
Years in the United States .03** .01
Constant –2.39*** .64

–2 (Log-Likelihood) Initial = 455.84
–2 (Log-Likelihood) Convergence = 432.89
Chi-Square 23.76 (df 4)
p < .00
N = 357

Source: PNAAPS.
Note: Foreign-born sample only. Logistic regression used for all models. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01



status, especially education, is often a strong predictor of political partici-
pation among Asian American and Latino immigrants.6 This conforms to
what we know about the positive relationship between education and
political involvement for European immigrants (an analysis of a European
immigrant sample is shown in appendix, table A8) and for the general
population in the United States (Verba and Nie 1972; Wol‹nger and
Rosenstone 1980; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba, Schlozman, and
Brady 1995).7 However, the results of the analyses of the LAT and
PNAAPS data show that even when socioeconomic status is taken into
account, length of residence is almost always key to the political participa-
tion of immigrants. We can conclude, then, that although socioeconomic
resources are important for immigrant participation, the passage of time
matters a great deal as well and exhibits an independent relationship with
participation.8

What types of acculturation processes explain why length of residence
matters for political participation? Additional multivariate analysis shows
that for Asian Americans, length of residence sometimes has an indirect
effect on political participation (J. Wong n.d.). That is, the effects of
length of residence can be explained by speci‹c acculturation processes,
such as becoming more ›uent in English, obtaining citizenship, or experi-
encing discrimination. For Latino immigrants, the direct effects of length
of residence on political participation persist, even when adaptive
processes are taken into account.

Contemporary Immigrants Are Similar to Earlier European Immigrants

Researchers who have compared earlier European immigrant groups to
contemporary Asian and Latin American immigrant groups generally
agree that the former were more active in politics than are the latter (see,
for example, DeSipio 2001; Sterne 2001; Waters 2001; Schier 2002).
How different are contemporary Asian American and Latino immigrants
from European immigrants of the past? Despite the low levels of political
participation among Asian American and Latino immigrants today, the
process of becoming politically involved over time, at least at the individual
level, does not appear to differ from that experienced by earlier European
immigrants.

It is especially useful to compare the experience of Irish immigrants to
that of contemporary nonwhite immigrants because the Irish constituted
“the ‹rst great ethnic minority in American cities” (Sowell 1986, 17). The
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Irish represent a historical example of a “distinct and active ethnic group
in American political life” (Cochran 1995, 590). For the Irish Americans
who arrived during the 1800s, political success accumulated over several
decades (Barone 2001). As one historian describes Irish Americans’ polit-
ical prospects over time, “The Irish began their political career in New
York as the pawns of the Democratic machine. They exchanged their votes
for unskilled jobs, petty licenses, and other relatively low-cost bene‹ts.
These ‘crumbs’ represented the absolute highest these impoverished new-
comers expected. But as they grew in number, they became more Ameri-
can. . . . The crumbs grew into substantial slices, and by the 1860s, the
time of [Boss] Tweed’s hegemony, the Irish garnered the most jobs, the
best patronage, and increasingly signi‹cant positions, even key leadership
roles” (Diner quoted in Barone 2001, 52).

Kristi Andersen’s (1979) case study of turnout in immigrant wards in
Chicago also illustrates participation patterns among immigrants in the
1920s and 1930s. She ‹nds that in the wards with the highest percentage
of foreign-born residents from Europe, voter turnout increased dramati-
cally over time. She estimates that in 1924, less than one-third of the
potential electorate in immigrant neighborhoods voted, but by 1940, that
‹gure rose to half. In a ward of mostly Czech and a few Russian immi-
grants, for example, turnout grew from 43 percent in 1924 to 75 percent
in 1940 (109). Andersen attributes this surge primarily to mobilization of
nonvoters by the Chicago Democratic machine, but it may also be traced
in part to processes of acculturation that occurred over time as immigrants
became more knowledgeable about and familiar with the political system,
learned English, and acquired citizenship.9 Thus, it seems European immi-
grants’ political participation increased gradually along with length of res-
idence.

Similarly, the passage of time (measured by length of residence) appears
today to exert a powerful force on both Asian and Latino immigrant polit-
ical participation. According to my statistical analysis, a potent association
exists between length of residence and political participation for both
groups, and the remarks made by immigrants during the interviews are
quite consistent with these ‹ndings. A twenty-year-old Mexican immi-
grant living in Los Angeles for ten years said that he had become more
interested in politics than when he ‹rst arrived in the United States
because he could relate to more political issues and that some laws, such as
Proposition 187 (a 1994 California ballot initiative that sought to limit
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social services for immigrants without documents), had affected him
directly. A twenty-six-year-old Mexican immigrant living in New York for
six years said that she had de‹nitely become more interested in U.S. poli-
tics than when she ‹rst arrived; when she watched the news, it interested
her because she knew it would affect her in one way or another. She had
become “more conscious” of being in the United States.

Consequences of Long-Term Length of Residence on Aggregate Participation

Because California leads the nation in the percentage of foreign-born res-
idents, the Golden State provides a good case for understanding the criti-
cal role that length of residence plays in terms of aggregate trends in polit-
ical participation. According to Dowell Myers and John Pitkin,
immigrants account for just over 10 percent of the total U.S. population
but more than 25 percent of California’s population. In comparison, 20
percent of New Yorkers and 18 percent of Floridians are immigrants
(2001, 6). Not only has immigration driven demographic transformations
in California, but the immigrant population is also changing. Signi‹cantly,
more immigrants are becoming long-term residents (de‹ned as someone
who has lived in the United States for twenty-one or more years. Whereas
long-term residents in California account for 21.9 percent of the current
immigrant population, that ‹gure is predicted to increase to 55 percent in
twenty years (16). Based on their research using the Demographic Futures
Database, Myers and Pitkin project that “over time, more immigrants
remain in California, and as these immigrants age, the number of foreign-
born residents who entered the United States more than twenty years ago
is expected to soar by 364 percent from 1990 to 2020” (16). Consistent
with these projections, recent arrivals (de‹ned as those who have lived in
the United States for ten or fewer years) are expected to constitute a much
smaller share of the state’s future population. By 2010, those who arrived
during the peak periods of migration that characterized the 1980s and
1990s will have become long-term residents.10

In California and similar states, dramatic increases in the Asian Ameri-
can and Latino shares of the population are likely to lead to gains in polit-
ical power for those groups. However, because long-term residents have a
much higher propensity to vote than do recent arrivals, changes in the
electorate’s makeup are not likely to result simply from changes in the
numbers of Asian Americans and Latinos in the state but also are likely to
be the consequence of an increase in voting by the growing numbers of
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long-term immigrant residents. Thus, several processes are contributing to
Asian Americans’ and Latinos’ growing political force in California and
other high-immigration states. First is the increase in the two populations.
More important, however, may be the increasing number of immigrants
who are long-term residents—that is, those who are most likely to vote.
Third, as they come of voting age, the children and grandchildren of
immigrants will swell the ranks of eligible voters.

To understand Latino and Asian American political participation in the
United States then, key comparisons should not be limited to differences
between the ‹rst and second generations (Portes and Rumbaut 1996) but
should also include distinctions between long-term residents and more
recent arrivals. Further analysis suggests that voter turnout differences are,
in many cases, larger between recent arrivals and long-term residents than
between immigrants and the U.S.-born (J. Wong 2002). With steady pop-
ulation growth and the passage of time, Asian Americans and especially
Latinos will inevitably become an increasingly important segment of the
California electorate. It is also possible that for Asian and Latino immi-
grants, electoral power in a vote-rich state such as California will translate
into increasing political clout at the national level as well.

Long-Term Strategies to Facilitate Immigrant Political Participation

Lack of mass mobilization by American civic institutions—either parties or
community organizations—leaves the passage of time as the only consis-
tent and powerful mechanism operating to increase the participation of
large numbers of immigrants in the political system. As such, the current
circumstances suggest that immigrant political participation rates will
grow slowly and steadily rather than in dramatic surges.

Because the most pressing concern for the two major parties is the next
immediate election, they often adopt very short-term mobilization strate-
gies. For example, in the few weeks before an election, parties commonly
spend most of their resources on direct mail, mass-media advertising, and
phone contacts. When two strong candidates face off, campaign funds are
likely to be spent both early and late in the season, and when a strong
incumbent faces a weak challenger, the majority of campaign funds are
especially likely to be spent late in the election season (Justin Fox and
Indridason 2001). In the highly publicized 2003 California gubernatorial
recall election, the embattled incumbent, Governor Gray Davis, as well as
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the major candidates vying to replace him deluged the airwaves with media
spots and packed the mailboxes of registered voters with campaign ›yers
in the last week and a half before the election.

These approaches to mobilization are not only short term but also rely
on strategic targeting of the most likely voters: registered citizens who
vote regularly. A recent study of party strategy describes a campaign-man-
agement publication for Republican candidates that advises, “Ideally, you
will only stop at the homes of registered voters. . . . In a large district, you
may only want to stop at the homes of registered voters who have a history
of voting in important elections” (cited in Leighley 2001, 59).

Given the short-term, targeted approach that the mainstream parties
usually adopt, it should not be surprising that when asked about their
af‹liation, more than 20 percent of Asian American respondents in the
PNAAPS reported that they do not think in terms of the traditional cate-
gories of Democrat, Republican, and independent. Nearly 10 percent of
the immigrants polled indicated that they were not sure of their party
af‹liation. The 2001 Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation/Har-
vard University Survey on Race and Ethnicity asked a multiracial sample of
respondents, “In politics today, do you consider yourself a Republican, a
Democrat, an independent, or something else?” Asian Americans (19 per-
cent) and Latinos (17 percent) were more likely to respond “something
else,” “nothing,” or “don’t know” to the question than were whites (9
percent) or blacks (12 percent). These statistics suggest that many groups
with large immigrant populations lack a basic knowledge of the two major
parties and the party system as a whole and are thus only weakly, if at all,
connected to that system. Not only the two major parties but also third
parties, such as the Green Party and the Labor Party, must establish mean-
ingful relationships with immigrant voters to bring them into the parties’
coalitions.

Parties that adopt short-term, targeted mobilization strategies are miss-
ing an important opportunity to build their voter base. Because many
Asian American and Latino immigrants are noncitizens who demonstrate
low rates of registration and who do not exhibit a long or consistent vot-
ing history, they are unlikely to be targeted by parties in the short period
before an election takes place. Party strategies that neglect Asian American
and Latino immigrants may not have a dramatic effect on party fortunes in
the immediate future; however, as growing numbers of immigrants
become long-term residents and citizens, they will certainly participate in
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politics at higher rates. Thus, parties will bene‹t in the long run if they
direct some resources toward more long-term mobilization strategies
directed at Asian American and Latino immigrants.

Political parties should consider the adoption of two long-term mobi-
lization strategies if they want to build up their base in immigrant com-
munities, especially in those communities that will someday be home to
many long-term—and politically active—residents.

Mass Registration Drives. Voter registration is the key to immigrant
political participation. After registering, Asian American and Latino immi-
grants vote at rates comparable to the general population (Lien 2000; see
also table 6). Parties currently do not use their resources to register newer
immigrants; instead, they target those who are already registered and vot-
ing (Leighley 2001; DeSipio and de la Garza 2005). To accelerate immi-
grant political participation, parties should hold mass registration drives at
regular intervals throughout the year, rather than only during the cam-
paign season. These events should be held at citizenship ceremonies; at
local immigrant community events, including holiday festivals, sporting
events, and cultural celebrations; and at locations that immigrants fre-
quent, such as grocery stores and parks.

Voter-Education Programs, Town Hall Meetings, and Workshops for Both
Citizens and Noncitizens. Parties should enhance immigrants’ under-
standing of and familiarity with the political system to facilitate and accel-
erate political socialization. Pamphlets including short, accessible
overviews of aspects of the political process, descriptions of the party’s pol-
icy priorities, and explanations of the role that citizens can play in party
organizations and in government should be widely distributed in immi-
grant communities. These materials should be prepared speci‹cally with
immigrants in mind and be made available in multilingual formats. Parties
should introduce themselves to immigrant communities through town
hall meetings that both are informational and solicit the opinions of immi-
grants and through workshops that aim to demystify local, state, and
national politics. All these activities should also be maintained year-round
and should also be offered at places and times that are easily accessible for
immigrants.

These long-term strategies are likely to yield long-term gains for the
parties. These strategies will create opportunities to attract new, loyal vot-
ers who could swell partisan ranks. Immigrants acquainted with the party
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system will be more likely to get involved in the political system, perhaps
at a faster pace than is currently the case.

Civic Institutions Outside the Party System

Community organizations, such as labor organizations, workers’ centers,
advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations,
and religious institutions, may be more likely than parties to invest in long-
term mobilization of immigrants. Unlike parties, such groups are not tied
to the election cycle; instead, they focus on increasing their political clout
by building their membership base. An example is the National Associa-
tion of Latino Elected Of‹cials Education Fund (NALEO), an advocacy
organization that was founded to respond to the lack of support for Latino
candidates by the two major parties and that now declares itself the “lead-
ing national organization of Latino political empowerment.”11 It has
taken an explicitly long-term approach to immigrant mobilization. In the
spring and summer of 2004, NALEO, in cooperation with Univisión, a
major Spanish-language television network, and La Opinión, a major
Spanish-language newspaper, organized a “national listening tour,” which
held gatherings in town hall settings in Los Angeles, Houston, New York,
Miami, and Chicago. The goal was to engage Latinos by soliciting their
opinions on a range of political issues. The organizations recruited partic-
ipants through lea›ets sent in the mail and by running public service
announcements. During the meetings, participants broke into discussion
groups of ‹fteen to twenty people and were encouraged to talk about their
perspectives on political participation and issues that they felt were rele-
vant for the 2004 campaign.

Describing the effects of the forum, Erica Bernal, NALEO’s director of
communications, said, “It empowers people. Because all of a sudden they
feel part of the process. . . . It triggers something in them, in feeling
invited and part of the process. That what they’re saying matters and is
being heard.” Bernal further discussed NALEO’s goal of building a long-
term relationship with Latinos and contrasted it to what she viewed as the
goals of the mainstream parties:

Very simply put, the parties and the candidates are about winning elec-
tions, so they’re about trying to appeal to their base and they’re about
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trying to appeal to a small margin of voters who haven’t made up their
minds, and [the parties] try to bring them over to their side and mobi-
lize them. NALEO is about expanding the Latino electorate. So there
are very different strategies. . . . [W]e’re talking to Latinos who are reg-
istered but have not had a history of participation, and we’re trying to
get them engaged, developing a long-term relationship with them cycle
after cycle, so that they can become active, vote once, hopefully, vote
again, and then get picked up by the parties and the candidates as high-
propensity voters that are receiving information and mailers.

Because NALEO’s focus is on “low-propensity, low-frequency voters,”
says Rosalind Gold, the organization’s director of policy, research, and
advocacy, “In our work, it is very dif‹cult to see immediate results.
Because these are people you have to keep contacting over and over and
over again.”

NALEO is clearly devoted to doing the dif‹cult work of turning low-
propensity voters into high-propensity voters over the course of many
years. In this respect, the group is helping to lay the foundations of partic-
ipation in the Latino community. Its members also constitute a critical
bridge between the mainstream political system and Latinos and Latino
immigrants. NALEO focuses on long-term engagement and speci‹cally
targets those individuals whom the parties tended to ignore. NALEO has
raised suf‹cient resources to launch a large-scale mobilization effort. The
group’s Ve y Vota (Go Vote) voter-information hotline received thousands
of calls during the 2004 presidential campaign, and NALEO targeted
more than one hundred thousand individuals with its Get Out the Vote
project, which included the country’s largest phone bank aimed at mobi-
lizing Latinos.

Community organizations with limited ‹nancial resources are impeded
from adopting long-term voter mobilization strategies. However, labor
organizations, workers’ centers, advocacy and social service organizations,
ethnic voluntary associations, and religious institutions may be resource
rich in other ways. They are often staffed by individuals who are intimately
familiar with the language, cultural traditions, and policy priorities of the
community the organization serves. That knowledge, coupled with years
of providing immigrants with services and information, can give an orga-
nization strong legitimacy that positions it to mobilize immigrants.
Although most community organizations have nonpolitical missions and
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do not mobilize immigrants at a mass level, these groups are clearly help-
ing to build the foundations of political participation in their communities
through limited mobilization.

Conclusion

A strong, statistically signi‹cant positive relationship exists between length
of U.S. residence and political participation for Asian American and Latino
immigrants. One of the most important implications of this relationship is
that increasing political participation for contemporary Asian American
and Latino immigrants is likely to be slow and steady over time, just as it
was in the past for European immigrant groups. Parties currently fail to
mobilize immigrants on a mass level; when parties do attempt to reach out
to these new arrivals, they engage in selective mobilization and do so using
short-term strategies. Community organizations, which are otherwise well
positioned to provide political socialization for immigrants, face restric-
tions in terms of ‹nancial resources and time available for mass mobiliza-
tion. Instead, they engage in limited mobilization. Given this situation,
the simple passage of time appears to be the only consistent mechanism
operating to increase the participation of large numbers of immigrants in
the political system.

The evidence showing gradual increases in political participation for
Asian American and Latino immigrants over time should be a signal to
parties and other civic institutions. Short-term, get-out-the-vote mobiliza-
tion strategies by political parties in the weeks before an election are not
likely to be very effective at bringing new immigrants into the political sys-
tem. Instead, parties should adopt a long-term approach to mobilizing
Asian American and Latino immigrants, through regular mass voter-regis-
tration drives, voter-education programs, and the establishment of a
stronger presence in immigrant communities. By choosing to marginalize
immigrants today, they are missing an important long-term opportunity.
Despite institutional and political disincentives, parties should actively
court Asian Americans and Latinos because the failure to do so will have
consequences for party relevance in years to come. Further, long-term
mobilization strategies can facilitate and accelerate immigrant political
participation, contributing to a larger pool of high-propensity voters who
would solidify and expand the parties’ bases of supporters.

In contrast to parties, some community organizations engage in long-
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term mobilization strategies. Most, however, have nonpolitical missions
and limited ‹nancial resources that prevent them from adopting long-term
strategies for political mobilization of immigrants. Nevertheless, commu-
nity organizations have other types of resources—in particular, sensitivity
and understanding rooted in cultural, linguistic, and substantive knowl-
edge of the local immigrant population, and legitimacy won through long
service to that community. These attributes enable these groups to mobi-
lize some Asian American and Latino immigrants, including those whom
the parties do not traditionally target. This mobilization encompasses
activities other than just voting and often cross-cuts ethnic and racial iden-
tity to leverage other immigrant identities. These efforts can provide a
strong foundation for future participation and mass mobilization efforts.
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8 Institutional Mobilization in a
Transnational Context

Historically, U.S. immigrant communities have maintained strong con-
nections with their countries of origin (Rosenblum 1973; W. Thomas and
Znaniecki 1984; Jacobson 1995; Portes and Rumbaut 1996; Guarnizo
and Smith 1998; Foner 2000). Immigration specialists underscore Euro-
pean immigrants’ attachment to their countries of origin by documenting
their remigration to their homelands.1 During the ‹rst half of the twenti-
eth century, fully one-third of all immigrants to the United States re-
migrated from the United States (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 16; see also
Morawska 2001; Wang 2001).

Non-European immigrants have also maintained ties with their coun-
tries of origin. As Madeline Hsu (2000) documents, Chinese migrants
from Taishan (Toisan) County in Guandong, in southern China, who
arrived in the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century
helped to forge and sustain a transnational community through their
“commitments to close relatives, such as wives, children, parents, and sib-
lings” (5). For news and communication from their homeland, they relied
on quiakan, Chinese magazines produced in Taishan and Hong Kong and
distributed to the Taishan diaspora, and “Gold Mountain” ‹rms were
established to deliver remittances and letters between Taishanese migrants
in the United States and people in Taishan.

Are contemporary Asian American and Latino immigrants who engage
in transnational activities more or less likely to participate in U.S. politics
than their counterparts who lack transnational connections? This remains
an open question. One popular perspective asserts that immigrants who
pursue transnational activities are too preoccupied with interests in their
country of origin to pay attention to U.S. politics. A competing perspec-
tive suggests that immigrants in the U.S. may ‹nd themselves in a unique
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position that allows those who engage in transnational activity to take part
simultaneously in their country of origin and in the U.S. political system.

Transnationalism

Transnationalism is de‹ned as “the processes by which immigrants forge
and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies
of origin and settlement” (Basch, Schiller, and Blanc 1994, 7). Today,
individuals who migrate to the United States have myriad ways to main-
tain connections to their country of origin. The very diverse ties that con-
temporary immigrants have to their homelands are often powerful. Immi-
grants maintain links to their country of origin by sending individual and
collective ‹nancial remittances (Pessar 1987; Rogers 2000a; Georges
1990; Hamilton and Chinchilla 2002), investing in projects and property
in their former hometowns (Robert Smith 1996, 1998), building cross-
border social networks and communities (Basch, Schiller, and Blanc 1994;
Robert Smith 1997; Smart and Smart 1998; Levitt 2001), communicating
regularly with friends and relatives (Basch, Schiller, and Blanc 1994), mak-
ing frequent trips back to the homeland (Rouse 1992), sharing, maintain-
ing and creating popular culture (Iwabuchi 2002; Aparicio, Jáquez, and
Cepeda 2003), and constructing multiple and overlapping identities and
notions of citizenship (Jones-Correa 1998; Munch 2001, Verma 2002;
Joppke and Morawska 2003). As has been well documented, immigrants
continue to make economic contributions to their countries of origin long
after migrating to the United States (Massey et al. 1987; Levitt 2001;
Hamilton and Chinchilla 2002). Interwoven into these transnational
activities, immigrants exhibit an interest in politics, in some cases related
to the homeland, in others related to the United States, and on occasion
explicitly related to the existence of a transnational community (Portes
and Rumbaut 1996; Robert Smith 1996, 1997, 1998; Jones-Correa
1998; Karpathakis 1999; Hockenos 2003).

To help us understand the role of transnational attachments in the polit-
ical lives of U.S. immigrants, we can turn to the body of literature on
transnationalism, a topic that is receiving increasing scholarly and popular
attention. Peggy Levitt’s (2001) study of Dominican immigrants in
Boston and their economic, social, political, and religious ties to their
Dominican sending communities represents one of the most comprehen-
sive among those that have emerged from various ‹elds, including anthro-
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pology, sociology, and history. This body of work lets us examine how
individuals maintain connections across national borders as well as their
motivations for doing so (see, for example, Massey et al. 1987; Basch,
Schiller, and Blanc 1994; Portes 1996; Robert Smith 1996, 1998;
Guarnizo and M. Smith 1998; Hamilton and Chinchilla 2002; Espiritu
2003). Transnationalism has even merited popular attention, as evidenced
by a series on transnational migration published in the New York Times on
July 19–21, 1998.

The literature on transnationalism explicitly critiques the traditional
immigration models that have posited a “straight-line” trajectory for
assimilation, which starts with migration from the country of origin and
ends with settlement in the destination country. In those models, when
immigrants move from one place to another, they eventually shed their old
identities and connections to the homeland and take on the traditions,
identities, values, and practices of the new one (Handlin 1951). In con-
trast, researchers of transnationalism assert that migrants seldom sever
connections with their countries of origin and that migration is often cir-
cular rather than linear (Grasmuck and Pessar 1991; Pessar 1997).

There is some debate in the literature over whether transnationalism is a
phenomenon unique to the contemporary period (Foner 1997; Morawska
2001). Some scholars argue that circular migration and the forging of
multiple connections to the homeland among present-day immigrants is
quite different from the one-way migration of the past (Lie 1995). In par-
ticular, technological innovations such as air travel, electronic telecommu-
nications, electronic funds transfers, and satellite television have enabled
migrants to forge ties across national boundaries in ways that were not
possible during the last great wave of migration. Others claim that transna-
tional connections were a central feature of life for past waves of immi-
grants (Morawska 2001). Many European immigrants who initially
arrived in the United States in the early 1900s exhibited circular migration
patterns. Others, such as Italian migrants, sent money to their home-
towns. Nevertheless, most scholars agree that some distinctions exist
between the transnational lives of past and present immigrants. Notably,
contemporary trasnationalism is facilitated by technological advances that
“heighten the immediacy and frequency of migrants’ contact with their
sending communities and allow them to be actively involved in everyday
life there in fundamentally different ways from the past” (Levitt 2001, 22).

Research on transnational attachments and political participation in the
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United States among contemporary Asian and Latino immigrants has
emerged only recently (see Basch, Schiller, and Blanc 1994; Ong and
Nakanishi 1996, 289; Moreno 1997; Rogers 2000a and 2000b; Lien
2004; Lien 2005). Some scholars argue that strong ties to the homeland
depress immigrants’ participation in U.S. political life. Alejandro Portes
and Rubén Rumbaut suggest that many European immigrants did not
return to their countries of origin but nevertheless remained uninterested
in American politics because they focused on the idea of returning: “Com-
mitment to American political causes, especially those of a radical sort, was
not particularly attractive to Hungarian, Italian, or Norwegian peasants
whose goal was to save in order to buy land in their home villages” (1996,
101). And John C. Harles claims that immigrants generally direct their
political interests exclusively toward the country of origin and that “ethnic
reinforcement” in the form of media, communication, and cultural sym-
bols supplied by the homeland depresses interest in American politics
(1993, 111, 116).

In contrast to this body of work, the literature on transnationalism con-
tends that transnational activity leads to additional political activity in the
United States. Matthew Jacobson (1995) argues convincingly that an ori-
entation toward the homeland can compel immigrants to become
involved in American politics. He cites Stefan Barszczewski, a Polish immi-
grant activist, to illustrate how strong homeland ties informed Polish
immigrants’ political expression toward U.S. policies. According to
Barszczewski, based on their own experiences in the homeland, Polish
immigrants in the United States were compelled to speak out against
American colonization of the Philippines and Cuba. Several researchers
studying distinct populations in New York suggest that the most active
participants in New York local politics are also the most active in organi-
zational activities directed toward their countries of origin (Basch, Schiller,
and Blanc 1994; Graham 1997; Robert Smith 1997). Linda Basch, Nina
Glick Schiller, and Cristina Szanton Blanc report that transnational
migrants from Grenada became involved in the U.S. political process to
promote desired outcomes in Grenada. The immigrants they observed
“had been in the United States a minimum of ten years and were as
involved in the local politics of New York City as they were in the political
life of Grenada” (1994, 226). Anna Karpathakis’s description of Greek
immigrants in New York City suggests that concern for homeland politics
may lead to involvement in U.S. politics: “Greek immigrant community
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leaders began creating relations with American political institutions and
mobilizing immigrant incorporation into the American polity with the aim
and hope that the immigrants and their organizations would then act on
behalf of the home society’s territorial concerns” (1999, 64).

Transnationalism and Political Involvement

The 2000–2001 Pilot National Asian American Survey (PNAAPS), the
1999 Washington Post/Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard Uni-
versity National Survey on Latinos in America (LAT), and the 1989–1990
Latino National Political Survey (LNPS) show the degree to which some
migrants maintain transnational ties. In general, both Latino and Asian
American immigrants exhibit a high level of transnational activity. The
LAT found that 59 percent of Latino immigrants regularly send money
back to their homelands, including 44 percent of Mexican immigrants but
only 21 percent of Cuban immigrants.2

The extent to which a particular national-origin group participates in
homeland politics is likely to vary by the type of political regime that char-
acterizes the country of origin (Lien 2004). The speci‹c laws governing
dual citizenship and presence or absence of mechanisms to facilitate voting
by citizens living abroad are also undoubtedly in›uential. Excluding
Cuban and “other Latino” immigrants, between 24 percent and 33 per-
cent of those interviewed in the LAT reported having voted in their home-
land since migrating to the United States (table 10). Cuba’s lack of a
democratic system and historical restrictions on travel to the island may
account for the small percentage of people who say that they have voted in
Cuba since migrating to the United States.

A number of structural factors not related to individual immigrants’
level of interest in politics can shape their political involvement in home-
land politics, including proximity to the homeland, whether it has a demo-
cratic government, speci‹c electoral regulations and mechanisms for vot-
ing by nonresident citizens, the availability of dual citizenship, and the
general openness of the homeland political regime to emigrants’ political
involvement. For example, the Mexican government’s requirement that its
citizens cast ballots in person in their Mexican place of residence on Elec-
tion Day diminishes the possibility that immigrants can participate in
homeland electoral politics.3

Asian Americans in the PNAAPS were not asked about remittances but
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were asked about how much contact they maintained with people in their
home countries. Fully 44 percent of the immigrant respondents claimed to
have contact at least once a month with someone in the country of origin.
With the exception of the small number of Japanese immigrants in the
sample who exhibited lower rates of contact, 40 percent or more of each
national origin group kept in frequent contact with people in their home-
land (table 10). In contrast, only 6 percent of all Asian American immi-
grants were active in homeland politics, although the proportion varied by
national origin group (table 10). Because they are based on two different
surveys using two distinct questions, Asian American and Latino immi-
grant participation in homeland politics cannot be compared directly.

The PNAAPS asked respondents speci‹cally about their homeland-
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TABLE 10. Transnational Activities among Asian American and 
Latino Immigrants 

Regularly send money Voted in homeland since
Latinos (N) to homeland (%) migrating to United States (%)

Puerto Rican (137) 29 29
Mexican (461) 44 24
Cuban (244) 21 12
Other Central or South

American (500) 52 33
Other Latino (132) 65 17
Total Latino immigrants

(1,477) 59 25

Homeland Active in politics related to
Asian Americans (N) contacta (%) the homeland (%)

Chinese (279) 43 4
Korean (157) 45 5
Vietnamese (135) 41 10
Japanese (41) 32 7
Filipino (180) 42 6
South Asian (121) 44 7
Total Asian immigrants

(913) 44 6

Source: PNAAPS, LAT. 
Note: Statistics reported in each column are column percentages. 
aReported having contacted people in the homeland by phone, mail, or in person at least once a month

during the twelve months prior to being interviewed. 



related political activity (“After arriving in the United States, have you ever
participated in any activity dealing with the politics of your home coun-
try?”). The LAT asked, “Since you have moved to the U.S., have you
voted in country of origin/the country where you were born?” The LNPS
included a question asking about concern for politics in the respondent’s
country of origin: “Some Mexicans/Puerto Ricans/Cubans are more con-
cerned about government and politics in Mexico/Puerto Rico/Cuba than
in the U.S. Others are more concerned about government and politics in
the U.S. How about you?”4 For all analyses of registration and voting, eli-
gibility is taken into account (that is, those who are not eligible are
excluded).

Asian American Immigrants and Transnational Politics

In the PNAAPS, 83 percent of citizens who were active and 77 percent of
those citizens who were not active in homeland politics were registered to
vote in the United States in 2000 (table 11). For turning out to vote in the
2000 presidential election, a similarly slim gap exists between those who
were active in homeland politics and those who were not. The differences
between registration and voting between the two groups (transnational
and nontransnational) are not statistically signi‹cant, and involvement in
homeland politics is not related to registration or voting, at least at the
bivariate-level. (The small sample sizes prevent disaggregating the data on
voter registration and voting by speci‹c Asian American national-origin
group.)

As noted, many researchers have assumed an inverse relationship
between homeland political activism and U.S. political activism. Harles,
for example, claims that, “For birds of passage, individuals whose orienta-
tion is consistently toward the country of origin, any sense of identi‹cation
with, and thus inclination to participate in, American politics is extremely
limited” (1993, 111). Yet the data analyzed here show that the relation-
ship between activity in homeland politics and registration or voting in the
United States is not negative but neutral—that is, no statistically
signi‹cant differences exist (table 11). Those Asian Americans who are
active in homeland politics are no less likely to register or vote in the
United States than are those who are not active.

If one examines participation in political activities other than voting
(writing or phoning a government of‹cial, donating money to a campaign,
signing a petition for a political cause, taking part in a protest or demon-
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TABLE 11. Transnational Political Orientations and Political
Participation in the United States 

Active in homeland  Not active in 
Asian Americans (N) politics  homeland politics

Percentage registered to vote
(540) 83 77

Percentage who voted in 2000
(417) 88 83

Percentage who participated in
political activities other 
than voting

Chinese (276) 75* 33
Korean (155) 83* 36
Vietnamese (128) 58* 31
Japanese (38) 33* 20
Filipino (173) 100* 45
South Asian (118) 100* 52

Voted in homeland Has not voted in homeland
since migrating to since migrating to

Latinos (N) United States United States

Percentage registered to vote
(639) 72 73

Percentage who voted in 1996
or 1999 (466) 77 83

Percentage who participated in
nonvoting activities
(supporting a Latino candidate
or cause)

Puerto Rican (137) 39 37
Mexican (461) 27 28
Cuban (244) 29 32
Other Central or South

American (503) 34 28
Other Latino (132) 39 28

Source: PNAAPS, LAT.
Row percentages *p ≤ .10 



stration, and other types of activities), the results are even more surpris-
ing.5 Asian Americans who are active in homeland politics are more likely
to be involved in nonvoting political activities than those who are not
active in homeland politics. Further, the positive association is remarkably
consistent across Asian American subgroups. (It is possible to examine
speci‹c subgroups in this case because the number of Asian American
respondents included in the analysis of participation in activities other than
voting is not restricted by citizenship or registration, as was the case for the
voting and registration analyses.) The differences in participation in polit-
ical activities other than voting between those who do and do not partici-
pate in homeland politics are statistically signi‹cant, except for Vietnamese
immigrants. Additional multivariate analysis (appendix, table A7) con‹rms
that activity related to politics in the country of origin is associated
strongly with participation in political activities other than voting in the
United States, even when other variables, such as socioeconomic status,
political interest, and English language use, are taken into account.

The question that asked respondents if they had participated in political
activities other than voting does not specify whether those activities
involved political demands related to the United States or their country of
origin. Thus, it may be that certain activities, such as contacting a U.S.
government of‹cial or protesting in the United States, provide a vehicle
for some immigrants to express political views related to their homelands.
For example, immigrants might write letters to their congressional repre-
sentatives about U.S. foreign policy toward their country of origin. How-
ever, even if that activity indicated an interest in homeland politics and a
lack of interest in U.S. politics apart from issues relating speci‹cally to the
homeland, the act of contacting a U.S. representative may be related to
one aspect of political socialization for immigrants. As they become more
familiar with and experienced in interacting with U.S. government institu-
tions, it is likely that they would also participate in activities aimed at
in›uencing U.S. domestic politics.

Latino Immigrants and Transnational Politics

Is there an association between transnationalism and U.S. political partic-
ipation among Latino immigrants? Portes and Rumbaut (1996, 95, 125)
claim that immigrants are preoccupied with homeland politics, often at the
expense of their U.S. political participation. Based on this argument, we
could infer that those with strong ties to their homeland would be the
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least likely to participate in U.S. politics. Analysis of the LAT data does not
support that assertion, however (table 11). Those who report voting in
their country of origin after migrating to the United States are no less
likely to register or to vote than are those who have never done so. More-
over, regardless of national-origin group, Latino immigrants who have
voted in their homeland since coming to the United States participate in
political activities other than voting at about the same rates as Latino
immigrants who have not voted in their homelands. (The LAT de‹nes
“participation in political activities other than voting” as working or vol-
unteering for a Latino political candidate, attending a public meeting or
demonstration regarding Latino concerns, or contributing money to a
Latino candidate or organization.) Multivariate analysis shows that these
patterns remain true even after controlling for other factors such as socio-
economic status, political interest, and use of the English language (not
shown in tables).

Voting in one’s country of origin may be too limited a measure of
transnational political participation to capture any association, either posi-
tive or negative, with U.S. political participation. In comparison to the
LAT, the LNPS asked a more general question about respondents’ inter-
est in government and politics in both their homelands and the United
States. Many LNPS respondents had an interest in U.S. politics. For exam-
ple, 40 percent of Mexican immigrants reported that they were more con-
cerned with U.S. than with Mexican politics, and 35 percent claimed that
they were equally concerned with politics in both countries. Puerto Rican
immigrants reported similar rates, while 55 percent of Cuban immigrants
were more concerned with U.S. than with Cuban politics, and 27 percent
were equally concerned with politics in both countries.

The LNPS measured participation in political activities other than vot-
ing by asking respondents if they had done any of seven possible activities
within the past year: (1) signed a petition; (2) written a letter, telephoned,
or sent a telegram to a newspaper editor or public of‹cial (3) attended a
public meeting; (4) worn a campaign button, put a campaign sticker on
the car, or placed a sign in the window or front yard; (5) attended any
political meetings, rallies, speeches, or dinners in support of a particular
candidate; (6) worked for pay or as a volunteer for a party or candidate; or
(7) contributed money to an individual candidate, a political party, or
some other political organization supporting a candidate or an issue in an
election. The bivariate relationships suggest that those immigrants whose
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primary interest is in U.S. politics rather than homeland politics are more
likely to participate in nonvoting political activities in the United States
than are immigrants whose primary interest is homeland politics. Thirty-
one percent of Mexican immigrants who claimed to be more concerned
with U.S. than with Mexican politics had participated in U.S. political
activities other than voting, compared to just 18 percent of those who
were primarily concerned with Mexican politics. Similarly, 42 percent of
Puerto Rican immigrants who said they were more concerned with U.S.
than Puerto Rican politics participated in political activities other than vot-
ing in the United States, but only 24 percent of those who were primarily
concerned with Puerto Rican politics took part in those activities. Finally,
27 percent of the Cuban immigrants who were primarily interested in U.S.
politics participated in U.S. political activities other than voting, whereas
19 percent of those whose primary interest lay in Cuban politics were
active in nonvoting political activities in the United States.

These bivariate relationships suggest that immigrants who are more
interested in U.S. than homeland politics are also more likely to participate
in U.S. political activities. However, multivariate analysis controlling for
such factors as socioeconomic status, political engagement, and English-
language dominance shows that for Latinos in the LNPS sample, the
direction of the relationship between concern for homeland politics and
participation in U.S. political activities varies by national-origin group. A
dummy dependent variable was created from the seven questions about
political activities other than voting, with respondents receiving either a
score of 0 (participated in no activities) or 1 (participated in at least one of
the seven activities).6 When control variables are included, greater interest
in homeland than U.S. politics is not strongly associated with activity in
U.S. politics for Mexican immigrants (table 12). For Puerto Rican immi-
grants, after socioeconomic status and other variables likely to be related
to political participation are accounted for, greater interest in homeland
politics is negatively associated with U.S. political participation. For
Cubans, the relationship runs in the opposite direction—being interested
in Cuban politics is associated positively with activity in U.S. politics. Fur-
thermore, the relationship is statistically signi‹cant. The relationship
between the measures of transnational ties used here and political partici-
pation in the United States is both inconsistent across Latino groups and
weak in some cases.

What might explain these differences in the relationship between inter-
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TABLE 12. Regression of Political Participation Other than Voting on
Interest in Homeland Politics among Latino Immigrants 

Independent variables B Standard error

Mexican Immigrants (n = 560)
Age –1.15 1.07
Education 1.87** 0.57
Income –0.13 0.48
Female 0.20 0.24
Follow politics 0.74* 0.44
Strong partisan –0.27 0.47
Ideology –0.32 0.47
Member of Hispanic organization 1.83** 0.86
Party mobilization 1.69** 0.84
Individual mobilization 0.32 0.55
Religious attendance 0.67 0.45
Citizen 0.10 0.15
English language dominance 0.25 0.50
Experience with discrimination 0.49** 0.24
Years in the United States 0.03** 0.02
Interest in homeland politics 0.01 0.35
Constant –3.98*** 0.65

–2 (Log-Likelihood) Initial = 565.95
–2 (Log-Likelihood) Convergence = 497.55
Chi-Square 68.40 (df 16)
p < .00

Puerto Rican Immigrants (n = 352)
Age –0.28 1.03
Education 2.20*** 0.73
Income 0.37 0.58
Female –0.28 0.29
Follow politics 0.72 0.50
Strong partisan –0.13 0.28
Ideology –0.17 0.46
Member of Hispanic organization 0.77 0.58
Party mobilization 0.79 0.96
Individual mobilization 0.62** 0.29
Religious attendance 0.21 0.41
English language dominance 1.07* 0.63
Experience with discrimination 0.34 0.30
Years in the United States 0.01 0.02
Interest in homeland politics –0.69* 0.40
Constant –3.33 0.75



est in homeland politics and participation in U.S. politics? The analysis
here accounts for individual factors, such as socioeconomic status, organi-
zational membership, and length of residence. Factors that are not
included in the analysis, such as U.S. foreign policy toward the homeland
or whether homeland policies invite participation among emigrants, might
help explain the distinctions among the national-origin groups. For exam-
ple, some Puerto Rican immigrants interested in homeland politics may
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TABLE 12.—Continued

Independent variables B Standard error

–2 (Log-Likelihood) Initial = 421.96
–2 (Log-Likelihood) Convergence = 385.19
Chi-Square 63.79 (df 15)
p < .00

Cuban Immigrants (n = 485)
Age –1.15 0.80
Education –0.23 0.67
Income 1.39*** 0.53
Female 0.15 0.27
Follow politics 1.10** 0.54
Strong partisan –0.05 0.37
Ideology 0.65 0.48
Member of Hispanic organization 1.61*** 0.41
Party mobilization 0.40 0.83
Individual mobilization 1.53** 0.64
Religious attendance 0.15 0.42
Citizen 0.33 0.19
English language dominance 1.54*** 0.56
Experience with discrimination 0.12 0.36
Years in the United States 0.00 0.02
Interest in homeland politics 0.85** 0.43
Constant –4.18 0.86

–2 (Log-Likelihood) Initial = 496.28
–2 (Log-Likelihood) Convergence = 403.19
Chi-Square 93.09 (df 16)
p < .00

Source: LNPS. 
Dependent Variable: Dummy variable for political participation other than voting. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01



disapprove of U.S. policies toward the island, feel negatively toward the
U.S. government, and consequently choose not to participate in U.S. pol-
itics as much as do those who are uninterested in Puerto Rican politics.
Refugees who have ›ed the Cuban communist regime but remain inter-
ested in Cuban politics might also take part in U.S. politics to help shape
policies toward the Cuban government. These observations are specula-
tive, but they reveal the necessity of additional research on how transna-
tional attitudes and behaviors affect immigrants’ political participation
(Pantoja 2005).

The LAT and LNPS survey data suggest that, contrary to popular
rhetoric and some academic claims, having an interest in homeland politics
generally does not make an immigrant less likely to participate in U.S.
political activities than an immigrant who lacks that interest. Instead,
among Latino immigrants, little association exists between U.S. political
participation and involvement in homeland politics (de‹ned as voting in
homeland elections). In terms of attitudes toward involvement in home-
land politics, measured by having a greater interest in homeland than in
U.S. politics, the association with participation in U.S. politics is inconsis-
tent and varies by national origin.

Transnational Political Participation: Qualitative Data

Because the quantitative data from the three surveys allow us to examine
only a limited range of transnational attachments, it is especially important
to consider other data as well. The qualitative information collected for
this book sheds additional light on the relationship between transnational-
ism and U.S. political participation. All of the immigrants interviewed dur-
ing the research for the book were asked about their transnational activi-
ties and attachments. Almost all Chinese and Mexican immigrants
maintained some kind of contact with their homelands, especially staying
in touch with friends or relatives and sending them gifts and money.
Respondents also regularly followed the news in their countries of origin.
In addition, many reported that after moving to the United States, it was
still “easy” to stay current on homeland issues because of new communi-
cation technologies, such as the Internet and television.

Many of the immigrants felt that their ability to participate in U.S. pol-
itics was limited by their lack of understanding of the political system, the
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time it took out of their daily schedules to get involved, lack of mobiliza-
tion and other barriers. However, a preoccupation with life and politics in
their countries of origin did not seem to be one of the factors that limited
participation in U.S. politics. One Mexican immigrant woman who had
lived in Los Angeles for twenty-two years said that she maintained strong
ties to Mexico, following Mexican political and social issues, visiting Mex-
ico at least once a year, and keeping in touch with and sending money and
gifts to friends and relatives. Furthermore, she said she would be interested
in pursuing dual nationality. Yet she also claimed to be more interested in
U.S. than Mexican politics because “U.S. political issues are important”
and they affect her life and decisions. She felt that it was “important to get
involved, but obstacles, such as language barriers, ma[d]e it dif‹cult.”

A Chinese woman who had immigrated to New York City in 1969 also
exhibited strong transnational ties. She had made several trips back to
Hong Kong and kept in touch with friends and relatives living there. She
also followed major news from her homeland, having found that it was
easy to get information through the Internet. However, these ties to
Hong Kong did not inhibit her interest in U.S. politics. She was involved
in a Chinese American community organization because “in order for
other people to learn about the Chinese people, you need to get out there
and participate so they can get past stereotypes.” Furthermore, she
reported, “I am registered to vote and read the newspapers, watch TV,
and read magazines to get information about United States politics
because it is my responsibility to know what is going on before I vote.”

These examples and the survey data discussed earlier show that immi-
grants maintain a variety of strong ties with their countries of origin. How-
ever, transnational ties do not necessarily mean that immigrants are preoc-
cupied with their homelands and therefore uninterested in the U.S.
political system. Some U.S. community organizations, including the Asian
Immigrant Women’s Advocates and a growing number of hometown
associations, have embraced their immigrant members’ transnational con-
cerns. These organizations help to facilitate transnational political involve-
ment by organizing such things as fund-raisers in the United States for
hometown projects and by bringing workers together across borders to
‹ght exploitation, for example. The skills and experience these organiza-
tions provide to their members can then be transferred to their U.S. polit-
ical participation, enhancing their ability to take part.
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Dual Citizenship & Transnational Government Structures

Opportunities for immigrants in the United States to participate in politics
in their homelands are expanding. One of the ways that immigrants can
maintain links with their country of origin is through dual nationality. Tai-
wan recognizes dual nationality in many cases, but the People’s Republic
of China does not. In March 1998, Mexico’s consulates in the United
States began to allow Mexican immigrants and their children to apply for
dual nationality, meaning that people could retain or regain their legal
rights in Mexico while simultaneously holding U.S. citizenship. Because
foreigners have been able only to lease rather than buy land in Mexico,
dual citizenship was very important in terms of property ownership and
investments. Mexican immigrants interviewed in Los Angeles seemed
much more enthusiastic about opportunities for dual nationality than
those interviewed in New York. When asked if they were taking advantage
of this opportunity, none of the immigrants in New York responded posi-
tively, although several of the Los Angeles respondents indicated that they
were de‹nitely planning to apply for dual nationality. This suggests that
because Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles are more likely than those in
New York to be legal U.S. residents or citizens, travel back and forth reg-
ularly between the two countries, and own property in both—that they
were more likely to see dual nationality under Mexican law as a real advan-
tage, preventing them from having to choose between U.S. citizenship
and rights granted only to Mexican citizens. For immigrants who were not
legal residents, however, the dual-nationality option was a moot point
because they would have to take steps to regularize their status so that they
could apply to undergo the U.S. naturalization process before the issue of
dual nationality would come into play. A thirty-three-year-old immigrant
man without legal documents who was interviewed in New York
responded that the Mexican dual-nationality law “doesn’t affect me
because it doesn’t help with my stay here in the U.S.” In contrast, a natu-
ralized Mexican immigrant who came to Los Angeles as a child in 1983
said that he would apply because it would allow him to have “equal rights
in both countries.” A naturalized Mexican woman who had immigrated to
Los Angeles in 1982 claimed that she would be interested in holding dual
nationality because she wished to legalize her property ownings in Mexico.
It is likely that the differences between Los Angeles’s and New York’s
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proximity to Mexico also account for the level of interest among Mexicans
in the two localities.

Another development in Mexican politics that likely affects that coun-
try’s immigrant population is the possibility that Mexican migrants to the
United States and other countries will be allowed to vote in the 2006
Mexican presidential election. Enrico Marcelli and Wayne Cornelius
(2005, 433) estimate that by 2006, expatriates will make up about 14 per-
cent of the Mexican electorate, giving them signi‹cant in›uence over the
election outcome. Vicente Fox, whose election to the presidency of Mex-
ico broke the Partido Revolucionario Institucional’s seventy-year hege-
mony, has long supported giving immigrants in the United States the
right to take part in Mexican elections. Although Mexican expatriates cur-
rently have the right to vote in Mexican elections, no mechanism exists to
allow them to exercise that right. Instead, expatriates must register to vote
several months before an election and return to Mexico to cast their votes.
Proposals have been put forth to allow Mexican citizens in the United
States to vote at consulates or over the Internet, but both ideas have been
rejected because of concerns relating to staf‹ng and fraud.

The Mexican state of Zacatecas has led the country in encouraging
transnational political participation. In August 2003, the state legislature
unanimously approved a state constitutional amendment allowing Zacate-
can expatriates to vote in state and municipal elections. Moreover, the leg-
islation allows for campaigning in the United States and for emigrants and
their children (even those not born in Zacatecas) to run for of‹ce. The
Zacatecan population in the United States is about 1.5 million, equal to
state’s current resident population. In 2004, Andrés Bermúdez, a native of
Zacatecas who had emigrated to California and become a successful busi-
nessman, won election as mayor of his native town, Jerez. Two other U.S.
residents won seats in the Zacatecas legislature reserved for overseas citi-
zens.

Furthermore, Fox’s 2000 campaign was truly transnational in scope. He
campaigned in several U.S. cities, urging Mexican immigrants to help per-
suade friends and family back home to vote for him: “We come to recom-
mend that the best way to participate at this time is to phone your friends
and family, to write letters” (quoted in Anderson 2000, A-20). During his
visit to Los Angeles, he said he would consider allowing Mexican immi-
grants in the United States to cast absentee ballots in Mexican elections.
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California has a population of at least 3 million Mexican immigrants, and
the Los Angeles metropolitan area alone is home to the largest concentra-
tion of Mexicans outside of Mexico City (Dillon 2003, A-12).7 If Mexican
immigrants were fully to exercise that right, California could become one
of the most signi‹cant blocs of voters in Mexican elections.

Implications for American Civic Institutions

Immigration scholars often assume that ‹rst-generation immigrants are
uninterested in U.S. politics because they are preoccupied with life in their
countries of origin (Harles 1993). Portes and Rumbaut’s in›uential
review of contemporary immigration embraces that assumption: “For the
most part, the politics of the ‹rst generation—to the extent that such pol-
itics have existed—have been characterized by an overriding preoccupa-
tion with the old country” (1996, 95). They go on to suggest that the
“early political concerns of the foreign born today seldom have to do with
matters American. Instead, they tend to center on issues and problems
back home” (108). Not until the second generation comes of age does
this orientation change, as “time and the passing of the ‹rst generation
inexorably turn immigrant communities toward American concerns”
(124).

Better measures of transnational activities and attachments are needed
to understand fully their effects on political participation in the United
States. The ‹ndings in this chapter, which draws on both quantitative and
qualitative methods, compel one to question the popular assumption that
immigrants’ interest in or concerns related to their homelands imply their
indifference toward U.S. political life. By assuming that immigrants are
concerned primarily with homeland politics, the standard models too eas-
ily dismiss ‹rst-generation immigrants’ political participation. The data do
not support the widespread belief that immigrants focus solely on home-
land issues at the expense of interest in American politics.

To maximize their appeal to the growing numbers of immigrants living
in the United States, civic institutions should adopt a more transnational
view of immigrant political mobilization. This might mean learning more
about immigrants’ homeland concerns and helping immigrants to com-
municate with the public and to organize around those concerns. Such an
approach would help to build immigrants’ communication and organiza-
tional skills, thereby, in turn, helping to facilitate their participation in
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U.S. politics. Systematic analysis of survey data reveals little evidence to
support the notion that immigrants are preoccupied with homeland poli-
tics at the expense of involvement in American politics. Rather, for immi-
grants from Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Cuba, active involvement or inter-
est in homeland politics exists completely independently of their level of
U.S. political participation. Furthermore, for some immigrant groups,
including Asian Americans and most Asian American subgroups, those
who are active in homeland politics tend also to be the most active in U.S.
politics.

Some community organizations such as workers’ centers, advocacy
organizations, ethnic voluntary associations, and religious institutions
incorporate immigrants’ transnational orientations into strategies for orga-
nizing. For example, approximately seven hundred Mexican hometown
and migrant associations operate in the United States (Jonathan Fox and
Rivera-Salgado 2004). These organizations, based on social networks
forged among migrants from the same village or town, work explicitly to
strengthen their ties to the community living abroad with the goal of
improving social, economic, and political conditions for all members of
the transnational community—that is, the population living in the Ameri-
can as well as the Mexican communities. Mexican hometown associations
(a form of ethnic voluntary association) and U.S.-based local and national
ethnic advocacy organizations are only beginning to collaborate, but signs
indicate that the two types of organizations are working together on
behalf of U.S. immigration policy reforms and on speci‹c political issues
for immigrants, such as access to driver’s licenses for those without legal
residency. The League of United Latin American Citizens, a national-level
advocacy organization, is forging closer ties with local hometown associa-
tions in regard to shared policy concerns (Americas Program, Interhemi-
spheric Resource Center 2003). In their study of organizational strategies
used by indigenous and mestizo Mexican immigrants living in Los Ange-
les, Jonathan Fox and Gaspar Rivera-Salgado predict that as groups of
hometown associations increasingly organize into formal federations, they
will become “the political intermediaries between the migrants, the Mexi-
can government, and varied political actors in the United States (from
local, state, and federal politicians to unions, NGOs, and academic
researchers)” (2004, 1).

Political parties, especially local party organizations, may bene‹t if they
can reach out to immigrants by paying more attention to their transna-
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tional concerns. Local party organizations could staff and sponsor infor-
mation booths at the many festivals and celebrations sponsored by home-
town associations in the United States. They could also develop internal
educational programs that would help to inform party activists about the
transnational concerns that are part of the daily lives of the immigrant
members of their communities. For example, local party organization
leaders in New York City might meet with Fujianese immigrants in Chi-
natown to discuss conditions and political issues in the sending communi-
ties and how these conditions are shaping political commitments and divi-
sions within the Fujianese community in New York City.

These recommendations do not imply an oversimpli‹ed or utopian view
of transnational politics. In his book on the homeland political activism of
immigrants from the former Yugoslavia, Paul Hockenos (2003) points out
that although many observers might assume that transnational politics
contributes to the eradication of national borders and traditional concep-
tions of the nation-state, those involved in transnational politics often
engage in political agendas promoting nationalism. Transnational com-
munities tend to be ethnically homogenous, and in some cases, he claims,
powerful members of the community may react with hostility to attempts
to integrate the homeland or promote more ethnic inclusion.

Nevertheless, the ‹ndings presented in this chapter suggest that partici-
pation in transnational politics may actually lead some immigrants to par-
ticipate more fully in American politics. Although participation in transna-
tional politics has little impact on whether an immigrant votes in U.S.
elections, that participation may contribute to greater involvement in
other types of political activities in the United States and to more engage-
ment in civic life generally. Thus, actors in American civic institutions
could strengthen their ties with Asian American and Latino immigrants if
those institutions would foster rather than dismiss participation in home-
land politics by U.S. immigrants.
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9 Conclusion
American Civic Institutions and 
Immigrant Mobilization at the 

Dawn of the Twenty-‹rst Century

Immigrants arriving in America today encounter an institutional land-
scape that differs dramatically from that encountered by European immi-
grants of the past. Political parties no longer have a strong presence at the
neighborhood level, nor do they work hand in hand with community
institutions to mobilize immigrants. In the absence of intense, consistent,
and committed local efforts by parties to mobilize Asian American and
Latino immigrants, community organizations—labor organizations,
workers’ centers, social service organizations, advocacy organizations, eth-
nic voluntary associations, and religious institutions—may represent the
brightest prospect for fostering immigrant involvement in the U.S. politi-
cal system.

The fact that American civic institutions matter for the political mobi-
lization of immigrants should not come as a surprise. The importance of
institutions for participatory democracy and mobilization is well estab-
lished. In their extensive study of civic voluntarism in the United States,
Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman, and Henry E. Brady argue that
community institutions are the “backbone of civil society,” serving as sites
of recruitment to political activities and places where civic skills are fos-
tered (1995, 369). Robert Putnam (2000, 339) has praised civic institu-
tions for their role in creating social capital. Community institutions bring
people together, build trust between individuals, allow people to share
information, and instill citizens with democratic habits. Building on these
studies, this book focuses on the extent to which American civic institu-
tions are ful‹lling the promise of democratic inclusion for contemporary
immigrants, offering concrete examples of institutions that have effectively
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mobilized immigrants politically. The volume examines the incentives
in›uencing civic institutions in their behavior toward immigrants as a
means of understanding why mainstream political parties are largely absent
in minority communities and why community organizations have suc-
ceeded in mobilizing immigrants.

Most U.S. immigrants today come from Asia and Latin America.
Largely because of that immigration, the Asian American and Latino pop-
ulations are growing at a phenomenal rate. Yet the political strength of
these groups does not match their demographic strength. The immigrant
members of these communities, in particular, turn out to vote at very low
rates. Observers too often mistakenly attribute this phenomenon to immi-
grants’ political apathy arising from cultural norms or an orientation
toward the homeland. This book shows that it is necessary to look beyond
the immigrants themselves to American civic institutions to understand
the impediments to immigrant political mobilization that exist today.

In contrast to the past, when parties were central to political mobiliza-
tion, community organizations—labor organizations, workers’ centers,
advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations,
and religious institutions—are now helping to bring immigrants into the
political system to a greater extent than ever before. These organizations
provide immigrants with opportunities to participate in an array of politi-
cal activities that includes but is not limited to registration and voting.
Immigrants are marching for amnesty, organizing against anti-immigrant
voter propositions, demonstrating for workers’ rights, taking part in polit-
ical theater groups, and petitioning local governments to reform workers’
compensation programs. Surprisingly, many immigrants who participate
in such activities are those who lack citizenship or legal residency, who
have limited English skills, and who live on poverty wages. According to
traditional socioeconomic theories of political participation, these individ-
uals should be among the least likely to be politically active.

For the most part, political participation does not take place overnight.
Many immigrants’ ‹rst experiences with the political system come through
what has been described here as limited mobilization. Yet there may be
ways for American civic institutions—both community organizations and
political parties—to speed up that process by expanding their involvement
in limited mobilization and by supporting programs for civic education.
These institutions can induce immigrants to become involved in politics
through positive encouragement and incentives and by providing oppor-
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tunities for immigrants to learn about and take part in the political system.
Furthermore, political parties, which were integral to immigrants’ political
mobilization in the past, may be able to better position themselves to
expand their constituency in immigrant communities and their relevance
in the immigrants’ everyday lives.

Political Parties & Immigrant Communities

By 1965, when Asians and Latin Americans began arriving in the United
States in unprecedented numbers, the political landscape was already
undergoing major transformations. Coupled with a generalized weaken-
ing of the party system (Wattenberg 1996), the appearance in the past
twenty-‹ve years of media-driven, candidate-centered campaigns has led
to a major diminishment of neighborhood-level party activity (Conway
2001). The current failure of American political parties to bring a broad
range of immigrant ethnic-minority communities into the political system
can be attributed to: (1) a weakened local party structure and changing
campaign tactics, (2) selective mobilization strategies and maintenance of
existing party coalitions, and (3) assumptions about immigrants’ and
median voters’ political attitudes. These factors explain why parties no
longer have a strong presence in the mobilization of immigrant communi-
ties. Nevertheless, parties are the key institution responsible for linking a
nation’s people to its government; thus, they play a critical role in the
democratic process (Schattschneider 1942; Dahl 1967; Eldersveld and
Walton 2000). In a healthy democracy, the parties bear responsibility for
providing representation in government for all people, including immi-
grants, rather than for only society’s most advantaged groups.

Are the country’s immigrants likely to be the targets of greater party
interest in the coming years? Will parties again work with community
organizations to build the kind of mutually reinforcing relationships that
helped bring earlier waves of Irish, Jewish, and Italian immigrants into the
American political system (Sterne 2001)? Some scholars and popular press
accounts suggest that parties have gradually begun to turn their attention
to immigrants (see, for example, Uhlaner and García 1998; Riley 2004).
However, recent history does not suggest that we will see a dramatic end
to immigrant exclusion by the two major parties. During the 2004 elec-
tion, the Democratic and Republican Parties reached out to Latinos more
than ever before, yet their efforts were mainly symbolic and selective and
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did not include mass mobilization, the normative strategy for political
incorporation in the ‹rst half of the twentieth century. In addition, parties
continue to target a speci‹c subset of the Latino community—that is, reg-
istered voters in battleground states. Many immigrant Latinos are never
targeted for mobilization because they do not live in those areas. Others
are not targeted because party leaders assume that Latinos are unlikely vot-
ers based on a demographic pro‹le marked by a lack of ‹nancial resources,
education, and citizenship. The parties have also overlooked those non-
Latino ethnic groups that include a large proportion of immigrants, par-
ticularly Asian Americans, the fastest-growing racial group in the United
States and one that has a higher proportion of immigrants than Latinos.

Despite the three disincentives that parties face, they could again become
a force for the political socialization of immigrants. To do so, the parties
will need to take a more active role in immigrant communities by partici-
pating in community events, offering naturalization and voter-education
workshops, regularly registering immigrants to vote (rather than only dur-
ing political campaign season), and maintaining a high pro‹le in places fre-
quented by immigrant populations. These mobilization strategies would
help to engage immigrants in the political system over the long term rather
than merely aiming to turn them out to vote on Election Day. Parties need
to overcome the phobia about disrupting existing coalitions by recognizing
that courting other constituencies could have a high payoff in terms of
votes. They also need to overcome misperceptions about immigrant and
minority-group apathy by recognizing that lack of education and poverty,
as blocks to voter turnout, could be offset by party mobilization efforts.
Taking these steps would not only increase the parties’ relevance in immi-
grant communities but also bring them long-term gains by expanding their
constituencies and solidifying future partisan loyalties.

Community Organizations & Immigrant Communities

In contrast to parties, community organizations have already shown great
potential for mobilizing immigrants. Several characteristics position com-
munity organizations for success in politically mobilizing minority immi-
grant groups. First, as they did with European immigrants, community
organizations are providing valuable social services and representation,
which can attract and hold an immigrant constituency. Motivated by a
desire for organizational maintenance, these organizations willingly reach
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out to immigrants. Second, the organizations are led and staffed by peo-
ple with strong connections to the immigrant and existing expertise vis-à-
vis the immigrant group. The presence of ‹rst- or second-generation
immigrants in positions of leadership provides important human capital.
These individuals are ›uent in the ethnic language and sensitive to the
community’s cultural traditions and policy priorities. These characteristics,
often coupled with many years of service to the community, endow orga-
nizations with signi‹cant legitimacy in eyes of their constituencies. Third,
an organization with transnational connections has opportunities to build
coalitions and to politically engage the constituency. Through its commu-
nity outreach efforts, the seemingly narrow hometown association opens
pathways for its immigrant members to interact and become familiar with
their U.S. community. In so doing, their regional (and ethnic or racial)
identity broadens to include an identity as members of a new community
in the United States. Hometown associations actively maintain ties with
the country of origin, yet rather than diverting the attention of immigrants
away from an involvement in U.S. politics, transnational activities can
heighten interest in politics generally, thereby helping to draw newcomers
into the American political system. Although they do not always engage in
active or direct political participation, community organizations provide
an institutional setting in which immigrants learn communication and
organizational skills that can be easily transferred to the political sphere
(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Community organizations also act
as advocates for immigrants, helping to offset racial and ethnic discrimina-
tion. As such, such groups can empower immigrants to challenge stereo-
types and become more involved in the political system.

The grassroots nature of many community organizations places them in
a web of relations with the members of the communities they serve. That
web is the source of information and cultural understanding that directs
the efforts of these organizations, strengthening their bases and enabling
them to engage in activities and endeavors that forward the political rep-
resentation, mobilization, and participation of immigrants in the United
States. The limited but vital role that community organizations play in
immigrants’ political mobilization, socialization, and participation is likely
to continue as parties continue their shift toward more national-level,
media-driven tactics. In the absence of a strong party presence at the local
level, community organizations are among the only civic institutions
mobilizing immigrants in their local communities.
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When it comes to political mobilization of their constituencies, com-
munity organizations engage in a range of activities. Some are aimed
directly at electoral participation—voter registration drives, get-out-the-
vote campaigns, lobbying, and citizenship classes. Others are nonelectoral
in nature, such as petition drives, demonstrations, marches, and protests.
Because these activities are not mass forms of mobilization, their political
effectiveness may be limited in terms of direct electoral effects. However,
from the perspective of the immigrant, these activities provide an institu-
tional bridge to the larger community, civic education required for natu-
ralization and hence for voting, and a sense of empowerment and political
socialization.

Although many community organizations’ efforts are not aimed at turn-
ing out the vote, they do foster action and involvement that has visible
consequences for the political system and policy making. New York City’s
Chinese Staff and Workers’ Association has sent immigrant women work-
ing in garment factories to testify before Congress for antisweatshop laws.
The Asociación de Tepeyac has organized Mexican immigrants to protest
outside of Manhattan restaurants to challenge exploitative employers. The
Brooklyn Chinese American Association provides social services to immi-
grants but also helps Chinese immigrants register to vote. One-Stop
Immigration, a social service provider mainly for Latino immigrants in Los
Angeles, has sent immigrants to Washington, D.C., to march for amnesty
legislation. The Center for Asian Americans United for Self-Empower-
ment registers Asian American immigrant voters in Los Angeles. A New
York City runners’ club for Mexican immigrants is a focal point for
intraethnic socializing but has also created opportunities for members to
learn how to negotiate the city bureaucracy. Local unions nationwide
organized the Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride, which toured the coun-
try and culminated with demonstrations in Washington, D.C.

This array of actions on the part of a range of community organizations
merits support and encouragement because it provides mechanisms so that
ethnic minorities can become familiar and comfortable with participation
in the U.S. political system. Political parties, nongovernment organiza-
tions, and government agencies, among others, should consider how to
reinforce such efforts to better serve immigrant communities as they move
toward fuller political incorporation into U.S. society.

However, because of the constraints on these organizations, they
engage primarily in limited mobilization. For most of these groups, the

202 Democracy’s Promise



primary mission is not political mobilization but instead providing much-
needed social services, networking, labor advocacy, or even spiritual min-
istering. Consequently, most organizations cannot engage full time or
consistently in political activities. In addition, most confront serious limi-
tations in ‹nancial resources that place mass mobilization efforts out of
reach. Nevertheless, as noted earlier, labor organizations, workers’ centers,
advocacy and social service organizations, ethnic voluntary associations,
and religious institutions are often rich in human capital and legitimacy,
unique resources that help them to mobilize immigrants. Although most
of these groups do not mobilize immigrants at a mass level, they are clearly
laying the groundwork for political participation. New technologies, such
as electronic communication, may help some organizations, even those
that are underfunded, reach larger numbers of people. However, it will
take more ‹nancial resources to increase the face-to-face contact with
community members, which is at the heart of immigrant mobilization.

Despite their limitations, some community organizations have even
mobilized some of the least advantaged segments of the immigrant com-
munity, such as day laborers, garment workers, and undocumented immi-
grants. These are often individuals with few resources who do not speak
English and who are not citizens—those whom parties tend to shun under
the assumption that they are unlikely to participate politically. Under-
standing the characteristics that have enabled community organizations to
mobilize this segment of the population can provide important lessons
about how civic institutions might mobilize immigrants more generally.
The strengths that community organizations bring to immigrant mobi-
lization provide a model for other civic organizations to follow.

Do Group Differences Matter for Mobilization?

This book focused on two panethnic groups, Asian Americans and Lati-
nos. They can be compared along several dimensions. Both have had a
long U.S. presence marked by racial discrimination. Consequently, unlike
earlier waves of European immigrants, the white majority has never fully
accepted Asians and Latinos. Today, the ongoing arrival of new immi-
grants from Asia and Latin America continues to shape both communities,
creating fractures along a multitude of ethnic, national, generational, class,
religious, and linguistic lines. Another similarity is that majorities of both
groups are concentrated in large metropolitan areas in the coastal states.
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The two groups also exhibit differences. Latinos are a much larger popu-
lation than Asian Americans, but Asian Americans are better educated,
earn more, and have higher citizenship rates. Latinos tend to live much
closer to their homelands than do Asian Americans and consequently
exhibit a propensity for circular- or return-migration patterns. In addition,
Latinos, unlike Asian Americans, are also a growing presence in some key
battleground states, including New Mexico, Colorado, and Arizona.

These characteristics affect the extent to which the groups are mobi-
lized, especially by the political parties. Until recently, the major parties
ignored both populations because they were characterized as “low-
propensity voters,” owing to their high proportion of noncitizens and low
rates of turnout. Racial stereotypes also reinforced party leaders’ view that
both groups were politically apathetic and therefore not worth mobilizing.
Internal diversity in terms of class, length of residence, and ethnicity pre-
sents challenges for mobilization as well. Parties have been slow to recog-
nize the speci‹c needs and interests of the diverse elements within each
group, thereby hampering their ability to mobilize Asian Americans and
Latinos. Yet in the last two presidential elections, the two parties devoted
more attention than ever before to Latinos, especially those registered to
vote in the battleground states. Asian Americans have received less atten-
tion than their Latino counterparts have received from the two parties.
One reason is that Asian Americans constitute a smaller proportion of the
population and have been underrepresented in battleground states in
recent elections.

When it comes to mobilization and the role of community organiza-
tions in that process, ethnic group similarities and differences are less crit-
ical than might be expected. What matters for community organizations
are several features shared by both communities, and the most successful
organizations recognize these features in their attempts to mobilize immi-
grants. First, as two of the fastest-growing groups in the United States,
Asian Americans and Latinos will in the future certainly become a
signi‹cant group of voters. As such, they should not be treated as politi-
cally marginal. Second, each group comprises multiple and cross-cutting
identities. Ethnicity and racial background are key components of those
identities, but not to the exclusion of other identities based on occupation,
class status, region of origin, gender, and even length of residence, among
other things. Community organizations mobilize immigrants more effec-
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tively if they take these multiple and intersecting identities into account.
Third, coalitions are being built across communities based on shared iden-
tities and interests. Community organizations unite diverse groups of
immigrants around common concerns, such as immigrant rights, worker
rights, language issues, women’s issues, and environmental concerns.
Fourth, organizing around multiple identities and the potential for coali-
tion building does not have to come at the expense of ethnic-group recog-
nition. Race and ethnicity may be socially constructed, but they remain
politically relevant categories in the United States. Community organiza-
tions have been successful in large part because they foster a positive eth-
nic identity for immigrants that helps them to combat negative stereo-
types. A strong ethnic identity can also empower disadvantaged
individuals to take part in political life.

Community organizations’ strategies for mobilizing immigrants depend
to some degree on the speci‹c features of each ethnic group. Latino com-
munity organizations utilize different cultural symbols when reaching out
to Latinos than Asian American organizations employ when reaching out
to their constituencies. In some cases, Latino and Asian American organi-
zations mobilize around different policy priorities. Latino organizations
have been more active regarding calls for amnesty for undocumented
workers, while Asian American organizations have been more involved in
‹ghting for harsher penalties for people who commit hate crimes. But
common ground exists as well. Both types of organizations have been
strong advocates for antisweatshop legislation and streamlining the natu-
ralization process.

This book has found striking similarities between groups in terms of the
roles, strategies, and limitations of both parties and community organiza-
tions in mobilizing Latino and Asian American immigrants. The political
participation of both groups is negatively impacted by the nationalization of
the two parties and their heavy reliance on selective recruitment strategies
and media outreach. For both groups, community organizations play a vital
role in political mobilization, and the activities of labor organizations, work-
ers’ centers, social service organizations, advocacy organizations, ethnic vol-
untary associations, and religious institutions provide key examples of that
mobilization. This common institutional context is relevant for under-
standing the participation of both Asian American and Latino immigrants,
despite the important differences between the two groups.
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Racial Balkanization: Myth or Reality?

Because social service, advocacy, and ethnic voluntary associations tend to
work with speci‹c ethnic communities, some academics and pundits have
charged that a strong orientation based on race and ethnicity might serve
to encourage an unhealthy degree of ethnic identity that would divide and
balkanize American society. Are we likely to see such a development? The
answer is no. Ethnic organizations have existed throughout American his-
tory, and they tend to re›ect rather than de‹ne society’s already existing
broader racial hierarchies and divisions. In the vast majority of cases, eth-
nic organizations emerge in reaction to racial and ethnic discrimination to
make claims for inclusion in the larger society. Two ethnic organizations
discussed in this volume, Los Angeles’s Asian Paci‹c American Legal Cen-
ter and the Latino Workers’ Center on the Lower East Side of Manhattan,
arose in reaction to social, economic, and political exclusion based on race.
Their goal is to promote democratic inclusion, not racial exclusion.
Although most of the organizations discussed in this volume work with
particular ethnic communities, they often mobilize constituents around
multiple and intersecting identities, and when necessary, they work to
build coalitions with other organizations that have similar goals. For
example, when the Chinese Staff and Workers Association undertakes a
campaign against a local sweatshop, it activates Asian American women’s
identities as immigrant Asian women and as garment workers. A Mexican
hometown association representing indigenous migrants mobilizes mem-
bers based on their intersecting ethnic, immigrant, and regional identities.
The intersection of these identities based on ethnicity, gender, religious
af‹liation, occupation, and regional origin plays an important role in shap-
ing immigrant political mobilization, even within ethnic organizations.
Moreover, the existence of the New York Immigration Coalition and
other such groups that bring together immigrants of multiple ethnic back-
grounds and identities undermines claims that ethnic organizations
threaten Anglo-Protestant American culture by promoting a separatist
identity (Huntington 2004).

Revitalizing Political Parties in Local Communities

Contemporary immigration has transformed the U.S. population, cities,
and culture. How can political parties remain relevant in an increasingly
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diverse nation? How can they become a positive force in the political lives
of people in the United States, both members of the country’s growing
immigrant population and the population more generally?

For Asian American and Latino immigrants, participation in electoral
and nonelectoral politics increases steadily with length of residence in the
United States. As was the case with earlier groups of immigrants, high
rates of political participation do not occur immediately but usually
increase gradually over a long period. Given that U.S. civic institutions are
either unwilling or unable to engage in mobilization efforts, it is clear that
political socialization over time represents the only consistent mechanism
for bringing a large number of immigrants into the political system. Even
though community organizations engage primarily in limited mobiliza-
tion, they have been more effective than parties in mobilizing immigrants
because these groups constitute a consistent and trusted presence in immi-
grant communities. Mobilization efforts that are not connected to a com-
munity institution are not likely to succeed. Immigrants, like the rest of
the population, are much more likely to take part in a political activity
when the request comes from someone they trust who is part of everyday
life, such as a social service provider, a church leader, or a union organizer.
In contrast, immigrants are less likely to respond to requests from
strangers knocking on their doors or calling them before an election, even
if that call is in their native language. The usual political-party tactic of
mobilizing a select group of citizens who are most likely to vote and get-
ting out the vote in the short period immediately before an election does
not seem likely to elicit the intended results or to build an engaged con-
stituency among immigrants.

Most importantly, parties should focus on strategies that will help immi-
grants to become more knowledgeable, familiar, and engaged with the
U.S. political system. Why reach out to noncitizens when they cannot
vote? Because today’s noncitizens are tomorrow’s citizens. By reaching
out to immigrants when they ‹rst arrive in the United States, parties can
broaden their future political base. Consistently and year-round, not just
during key moments in the election cycle, parties should sponsor voter-
education programs and workshops for both citizens and noncitizens and
mass voter registration drives at citizenship ceremonies. Parties should also
host town hall meetings where immigrants can ask questions and get
information about party platforms and policy priorities. Parties should also
make a point of having a presence at community events, such as ethnic cel-
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ebrations, and in such places as ethnic grocery stores. If parties interact
with immigrant communities on a regular, sustained basis, that continuity
will create trust and familiarity and build long-term relationships. Parties
too often constitute only a ›eeting presence in immigrant communities,
seeking votes with the least amount of effort and offering little in return.

Parties and other actors in the civic sphere need to reconceive of how
they view immigrants’ involvement in homeland politics as well as their
transnational connections. Rather than discouraging transnational con-
tacts, they quite possibly should be encouraged. Observers often assume
that immigrants pursue homeland interests at the expense of U.S. political
participation; however, this perspective ignores the complex relationship
between transnational attachments and political involvement. In this
book, the analysis of surveys and qualitative interviews suggest that
although Latino and Asian American immigrants maintain strong connec-
tions to their countries of origin, their transnational orientations do not
lead to a preoccupation with homeland affairs at the expense of U.S. polit-
ical participation. For some groups, such as Asian American immigrants,
transnationalism is associated with more U.S. political participation in
activities other than voting. This ‹nding should lead U.S. civic institutions
to regard transnational activists as a potential source of mobilization and
participatory political leadership rather than to dismiss them as disloyal to
or uninterested in the American political system.

For their part, community organizations must continue to build on
their established strengths. They should mobilize around ethnicity while
continuing to recognize the multiplicity of identities that individual immi-
grants exhibit. These groups should focus their efforts on a range of polit-
ical activities outside of voting but also devote additional resources to
immigrant naturalization and voter registration as well as to voter educa-
tion. This approach would lay the foundation for political action and
increased in›uence across the democratic arena. Finally, community orga-
nizations should acknowledge the individual limits of their particular
group, with the understanding that if each organization does a small part,
their collective efforts can have an enormous impact on immigrant com-
munities.

Political parties’ future role in mobilizing immigrants remains unclear.
During the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections, the Republican and
Democratic Parties strove to portray themselves as inclusive of ethnic and
racial minorities and explicitly attempted to reach out to Latinos. Perhaps
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these recent campaigns signaled a new willingness to court minorities,
including ethnic immigrant communities. Yet the parties’ commitment to
bringing Asian American and Latino immigrants into the political system
is far from assured. Partisan attempts at greater inclusion of immigrants
have been limited primarily to symbolic gestures. Mass mobilization
strategies directed at immigrants remain largely absent from the parties’
agendas. Even when they do reach out to Asian Americans and Latinos,
Republicans and Democrats focus on those individuals with a strong
propensity to vote (registered citizens) and on those whose votes count
most from a partisan perspective (voters living in battleground states). The
focus on the battleground states has led to racial disparities in mobiliza-
tion, since non-Latino white voters are twice as likely as Latinos and Asian
Americans to live in those places. Selective mobilization remains the norm.

The scope of contemporary party outreach efforts toward immigrants
remains limited. This means that most Asian Americans and Latinos—but
especially immigrants—are relegated to the margins of the political system.
The parties may view Latinos as potential future partners but have yet to
turn their attention toward other immigrant groups. Asian Americans, a
population dominated by the foreign-born, remain largely unrecognized
by the major parties. Community organizations’ successes should not lead
parties to shirk the responsibility for mobilizing immigrants and other
people of color. Community organizations alone should not have to take
on the task of immigrant political mobilization.

Political parties are among the most powerful institutions in the nation
and have the resources and mandate to expand their circle of inclusion.
Ironically, as their resources have increased, political parties seem less and
less able directly to touch people’s lives. This is true not just for immi-
grants but for the American population more generally. The parties’
national-level strategies, their reliance on media outreach and direct mail
at the expense of face-to-face contact, and the reduction in the number of
truly competitive seats in federal and state races have led to a failure to
mobilize people locally around the speci‹c issues that touch their lives
most deeply. Parties appear to be unmotivated not just to mobilize immi-
grants but also to mobilize other segments of the U.S. population, includ-
ing people who live outside battleground states.

In the 2004 presidential election, the number of voters reached record
heights. With nearly 60 percent of eligible voters going to the polls,
turnout in that year was the highest, as a proportion of the overall eligible
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population, since 1968. A study by the Shorenstein Center on the Press,
Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University (Patterson 2004) showed
that election-year issues provided most ‹rst-time voters with their motiva-
tion to go to the polls. In addition, a large proportion voted because they
disliked one of the candidates, George W. Bush or John Kerry. Mobiliza-
tion also contributed to the high turnout. Strikingly, many more ‹rst-time
voters (61 percent) compared to repeat voters (21 percent) claimed that
they voted because a family member or friend encouraged them to vote.
Similarly, more ‹rst-time voters (14 percent) than repeat voters (4 per-
cent) said that they voted because a group or organization helped them to
register. Indeed, election observers attributed the high turnout rates to
“massive get-out-the-vote efforts” (Rainey 2004, A-31).

The huge voter turnout in 2004 shows that people can be mobilized to
participate in politics, but it remains unclear whether the parties were
responsible for this mobilization. The Republicans relied primarily on
unpaid volunteers for their get-out-the-vote programs. For the most part,
Republicans turned out their base—who were already mobilized, high-
propensity voters—including many right-leaning Christian conservatives.
Turnout in Florida and ‹ve other southern states with large populations
who identify as members of the Christian Right was the highest since
Reconstruction (Rainey 2004, 31). In contrast, the Democrats relied on
tax-exempt political advocacy organizations (known as 527 committees
after the section of the tax code that created them), such as America Com-
ing Together, MoveOn.org, and America Votes. Many of these commit-
tees are tied to community organizations. For example, America Votes is
an alliance of nonpro‹t advocacy groups and labor organizations, includ-
ing the AFL-CIO, the NAACP National Voter Fund, and the Sierra Club.
Thus, the Republicans relied on their base of high-propensity voters,
including many community organizations, while the Democrats relied on
other groups to reach out to new voters. The problem of lack of party
mobilization is particularly acute for immigrants but is a feature of the
American political system that affects other members of the population as
well. Thus, the 2004 election both illustrates the power of political mobi-
lization to expand political participation and calls into question how
involved political parties were in that process.

This is not to suggest that a return to the political machines of old,
which were often associated with corruption and cronyism, is the appro-
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priate remedy for lack of immigrant mobilization by major political parties.
However, although Progressive Era municipal reforms contributed to the
decline of machine power by attacking corruption and political favoritism,
those reforms did not include mechanisms for mobilizing minority com-
munities (Fraga 1988). Harold A. Stone, Don K. Price, and Kathryn H.
Stone (1939, 79) described how municipal reformers in Dallas drew sup-
port from “the middle- and upper-class areas” while neglecting the
“Negro sections.” Luis Fraga (1988) notes that municipal reforms,
including the institutionalization of city-manager-type governments, at-
large nonpartisan elections, and slating groups (lists of candidates
endorsed or put forward by reformers), solidi‹ed the power of the reform
movement’s white, probusiness base and thereby ensured that the most
privileged members of the community would dominate politically in cities
such as Los Angeles where minorities, including minority immigrants,
were becoming a major demographic presence.

There are several ways to increase mobilization in the United States
more generally. Parties could foster a greater presence at the local level and
become more involved in the local issues and concerns that bring people
together across American neighborhoods. Parties could also shift some
resources from national-level media outreach to face-to-face contact as a
means of building the networks of trust that could lead to more participa-
tion. The U.S. government could also set aside resources for community
organizations to develop programs dedicated to helping people become
more involved in the political system. Linking mobilization efforts to
trusted community institutions is critical for increasing U.S. political par-
ticipation. Finally, it is important to recognize that American civic institu-
tions exist within a larger political context that may require reform if immi-
grants are going to be mobilized en masse. For example, reforms that
encourage political competition would also increase institutional incen-
tives to mobilize people. Current redistricting practices encourage partisan
gerrymandering, which favors incumbents at the expense of creating com-
petitive seats and thus depresses political mobilization.1 Taking redistrict-
ing out of the hands of incumbents and parties and placing it in the hands
of independent nonpartisan commissions would likely increase electoral
competition and mobilization. Reforms to the electoral college and cam-
paign ‹nance systems that would create competitive conditions across the
country, not just in a handful of battleground states, would also increase
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electoral competition and encourage candidates and parties to mobilize
more people.

In the absence of large-scale political reforms, parties and community
organizations should do their part to maintain a healthy democracy by
helping more people to have a voice in the political system. True political
equality in this country will be achieved only when American civic institu-
tions reach out to all who contribute to American life.
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Appendix
Methodology and Data Sources

The research on which this book is based used multiple methods, includ-
ing both quantitative survey data and qualitative in-depth interviews, to
examine American civic institutions and their role in mobilizing Latino
and Asian American immigrants. I compared those populations—in par-
ticular, Chinese and Mexican immigrant subgroups—in two metropolitan
areas, New York and Los Angeles.

Statistical analysis of quantitative data allowed for a broad, systematic,
individual-level analysis of political attitudes and participation across these
groups. A main advantage of survey data is that they permit researchers to
isolate the particular effects of a variable on individual attitudes and behav-
ior. In many cases, quantitative data also make it possible to generalize
those relationships to the larger population and to make predictions about
attitudes and behavior with some degree of accuracy. However, surveys
are limited in some important respects. They capture a single moment in
time—a snapshot of individual attitudes and behavior—but do not pro-
vide a process-oriented view. The predetermined categories for the survey
questions allow little room for nuance or explanation in individuals’
answers. Most importantly, surveys do not permit researchers to consider
in-depth the role of social, geographic, and institutional contexts as
in›uences on attitudes and behavior. In contrast, qualitative methods
facilitate investigation of how and why people exhibit the behaviors they
do because interactions are less structured and allow for open-ended
responses. Using qualitative methods, researchers explicitly take into
account the role of social, geographic, and political context. This project
built on the strengths of both methods.

Comparing two ethnic groups of different social, historical, and politi-
cal backgrounds allowed me to explore critical issues suggested by the sur-
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vey data: How do previous political involvement and experiences with a
particular political regime affect political participation in the United
States? What types of challenges to political involvement exist? Do these
change over time? And how does being a member of a racial or ethnic
minority group affect the way that immigrants feel about becoming
involved in the American system? Comparing immigrants in Los Angeles
and New York also allowed me to consider geographic context to under-
stand better how locality affects immigrant political involvement (Mahler
1996). Both cities have large Latino and Asian American communities,
but the political environment is different with regard to immigration pol-
itics, the relationship of each group to other ethnic groups, and immigrant
mobilization.

Quantitative Survey Data

The majority of the quantitative data for this study come from the
2000–2001 Pilot National Asian American Survey (PNAAPS), the
1989–1990 Latino National Political Survey (LNPS) (see de la Garza et al.
1992), and the 1999 Washington Post/Henry J. Kaiser Family Founda-
tion/Harvard University National Survey on Latinos in America (LAT).
The PNAAPS included 1,218 adults of Asian American descent (308 Chi-
nese, 168 Korean, 137 Vietnamese, 198 Japanese, 266 Filipino, and 141
South Asian). The major Asian American population centers in the United
States—Los Angeles, New York, Honolulu, San Francisco, and Chicago—
were included in the survey. The telephone survey took place between
November 16, 2000, and January 28, 2001. Respondents were randomly
selected using random-digit dialing at targeted Asian zip code densities
and listed-surname frames. Selection probability for each ethnic sample
was approximate to the size of the 1990 Census ‹gures for the ethnic pop-
ulation in each metropolitan area. When possible, the respondents were
interviewed in their preferred language (English, Mandarin Chinese, Can-
tonese, Korean, or Vietnamese). Respondents of Japanese, Filipino, and
South Asian descent were interviewed in English. Pei-te Lien, M. Mar-
garet Conway, and Janelle Wong (2004) provide baseline survey results
for each Asian ethnic group included in the study. (For details on the
methodology used and the limitations of the survey, see Lien, Conway,
and Wong 2004.)

The LAT was conducted by telephone between June 30 and August 30,
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1999. The study included a nationally representative, randomly selected
sample of 4,614 adults, eighteen years of age and older, including 2,417
Latinos and 2,197 non-Latinos. According to the survey documentation,
the margins of sampling error for each group are ± 2 percent for total
respondents and ± 2 percent for Latinos. Respondents are coded as Latino
if they answered af‹rmatively to the question, “Are you, yourself, of His-
panic or Latin origin or descent, such as Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban,
or some other Latin background?” Respondents were interviewed in En-
glish or Spanish. Fifty-three percent of the Latino interviews were con-
ducted predominantly in Spanish. The ‹nal sample included 818 Mexi-
cans, 318 Puerto Ricans, 312 Cubans, 593 Central or South Americans,
and 340 other Latinos.1

The LNPS used a multistage probability sample based on 1980 census
data. The survey speci‹cally targeted members of the Mexican, Puerto
Rican, and Cuban Latino subgroups living in the United States for face-
to-face interviews with bilingual interviewers in the language the respon-
dent felt most comfortable using (English or Spanish). Interviews were
conducted with people over eighteen years of age. A total of 2,817 inter-
views with U.S. residents of Latino descent were conducted, 1,546 with
persons of Mexican ancestry, 589 with persons of Puerto Rican ancestry,
and 682 with persons Cuban ancestry. In addition, 598 interviews with
“non-Latinos” were completed. The sample is representative of 91 per-
cent of the Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban populations in the United
States. The overall response rate among Latinos was 74 percent. Data col-
lection took place primarily between July 1989 and March 1990. Based on
the original screening identi‹cation question, respondents were assigned
to a national-origin group (Mexican, Puerto Rican, or Cuban origin).2

Responses to a question asking for the respondent’s country of birth were
used to determine immigrant status.3 (Descriptive statistics of the three
survey samples are contained in tables A1, A2, and A3.) I conducted a
series of multivariate analyses to distinguish between distinct in›uences on
political participation, such as mobilization by a party or community-
based organization and socioeconomic status.

Qualitative Data

I did ‹eldwork in New York and Los Angeles in 1999 and 2000. This
‹eldwork consisted of participant observation, extensive note taking, gath-
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ering materials from community organizations, and interviews with key
informants. In both cities, I attended meetings and events hosted by Chi-
nese and Mexican community organizations, and I worked on voter regis-
tration drives, helped conduct exit polls in immigrant communities, and
attended marches and demonstrations for immigrant rights. I lived in New
York from 1997 to 2000 and during that time volunteered regularly with
community organizations working with immigrants in the city.

The qualitative component of the study is based in part on that ‹eld
research and on forty interviews conducted with Mexican and Chinese
immigrants in the two cities. These two subgroups were compared along
important dimensions, including their relative population size, length of
residence, settlement histories, proximity to countries of origin, socioeco-
nomic resources, and electoral representation.

I also conducted interviews with forty individuals af‹liated with organi-
zations providing social, legal, political, or issue-oriented services for Chi-
nese or Mexican immigrants in New York or Los Angeles. These included
One-Stop Immigration, the Asian Paci‹c American Labor Association, the
Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights, and the Asian Paci‹c American
Legal Center in Los Angeles, and the Chinese Staff and Workers Associa-
tion, the Catholic Archdiocese, and the Asociación Tepeyac in New York.
I was interested in interviewing organizational activists who work with
Mexican and Chinese immigrant communities as well as rank-and-‹le
(nonelite) members of each community. Activists provide a broad
overview of community dynamics, organizational setting, institutional
context, and participation patterns.4 I asked activists about their personal
backgrounds, the development and history of their organizations, political
participation in their communities, the larger political and institutional
context, and coalition building.

Bilingual research assistants helped conduct interviews with nonelite
immigrants in New York City and Los Angeles. The research assistants
were selected for their skills in conducting interviews and because they had
contacts within the local immigrant communities. Two research assistants,
one who had grown up in a Chinese immigrant community and one who
was raised in a Mexican community in New York City, conducted the
interviews with non-English-speaking immigrants in New York. Similarly,
two research assistants, one from a Mexican community and the other
from a Chinese community in Los Angeles, conducted the interviews with
non-English-speakers in that city. When possible, I accompanied the
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research assistants during the interviews. Having grown up in immigrant
communities themselves, all four of these research assistants were insiders,
familiar with the communities in which they were working and sharing a
similar ethnic, language, and immigrant background with those being
interviewed (Fahim 1977; Aguilar 1981; Bennoune 1985; Kanuha 2000).

The sample of nonelite immigrants was generated through recruitment
by the research assistants and through my social and academic network.5 A
similar technique has been used by past researchers who have targeted
immigrant-dominant communities (Espiritu 2001). One reason I used
this sampling method is that my target population sample consists of
immigrants. Immigrants, especially those without documents, are a hard-
to-reach population. I determined that a targeted sample was the best
method to use since I lacked the resources to randomly canvass a large
group of immigrants. A targeted sample, recruited by the research assis-
tants and through my existing social and academic network, enabled us to
establish trust between the interviewee and the interviewer as well gain
access more easily to potential interviewees (Kanuha 2000). The existing
relationship between the interviewees and interviewers was critical in terms
of getting immigrants to participate in the study.

The research assistants received several hours of training before conduct-
ing the interviews. Interviews with immigrants were done mostly in person,
with a few conducted over the phone. Interviews occurred primarily in
Cantonese or Spanish, although some of the respondents opted to be inter-
viewed in English.6 Interview guides were used that included questions
about each interviewee’s immigration and settlement history, transnational
activities, political participation in their countries of origin and in the
United States, contact with other minorities, racial identity, and experi-
ences with racial discrimination. The data from interviews and ‹eldwork are
used primarily to gather information on institutional and community con-
text, to provide descriptive information about immigrants’ political
involvement, and to illustrate trends found in the quantitative data.

Because of the small sample sizes and sampling methods, the qualitative
data are not representative of the general population. Conversely, qualita-
tive interviews provide a more personal, descriptive, and process-oriented
view of the ways that Chinese and Mexican immigrants and community
leaders come to understand politics in their everyday lives and communities.
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TABLE A1. Descriptive Statistics of the Pilot National Asian American Political 
Survey Sample 

South
Total Chinese Korean Vietnamese Japanese Filipino Asian

(N = 1,218) (N = 308) (N = 168) (N = 137) (N = 198) (N = 266) (N = 141)

Foreign born 75% 91% 94% 99% 21% 68% 86%
Citizens (among

foreign born) 59% 60% 53% 67% 37% 73% 43%
Planning to become

citizen (among 
noncitizens) 70% 63% 77% 91% 27% 81% 63%

Median education College College College High Some Some College
school college college

Mean age in years 44 47 47 44 49 40 36
(17.4) (17.8) (17.4) (14.1) (19.7) (16.6) (13.4)

Mean years in U.S. 13.1 12.07 14.8 12.3 16.6 14.7 10.7
among immigrants (9.1) (8.7) (8.6) (7.0) (14.8) (9.6) (8.8)

Median family or
household income $30–39K $30–39K $30–39K $30–39K $30–39K $40–59K $40–59K

Source: 2000–2001 PNAAPS. 
Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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TABLE A2. Descriptive Statistics of the National Survey on Latinos in
America Sample 

Puerto Central and   Other
Total Rican Mexican Cuban S. American  Latino

(N = 2,412) (N = 318) (N = 818) (N = 312) (N = 593) (N = 340)

Foreign born 61% 43% 56% 78% 85% 40%
Citizens (among 

foreign born) 44% NA 28% 63% 32% 51%
Planning to become

citizen (among  
noncitizens) 84% NA 80% 91% 87% 84%

Median education High High High Business, High Some
school school school tech./ school college

vocational
beyond

high
school

Mean age in years 39 39 35 46 37 38
(15.6) (15.6) (13.3) (18.5) (14.9) (15.6)

Mean years in U.S.
among 17 25 14 23 14 17
immigrants (11.9) (14.7) (10.1) (13.3) (9.4) (12.3)

Median family or 
household $20– $20– Less than $20– $20– $25–
income 29,999K 29,999K $20K 29,999K 29,999K 35,000K

Source: 1999 LAT.
Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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TABLE A3. Descriptive Statistics of the Latino National Political 
Survey Sample 

Total
sample Mexican Puerto Rican Cuban

(N = 3,412) (N = 1,545) (N = 589) (N = 680)

Immigrants 55% 50% 73% 90%
Citizens (among

foreign born) 28% 14% NA 38%
Applying for/planning

to apply for citizenship
(among noncitizens) 75% 77% NA 74%

Median education
(years in school) 11 10 10 11

Mean age in years 42 37.7 39.9 50.6
(17.1) (13.9) (15.8) (17.8)

Mean years in U.S. 19.5 16.7 24.2 19.7
among immigrants (12.8) (13.5) (13.3) (10.1)

Median family or
household income $17–19,999K $17–19,999K $11–12,999K $17–19,999K

Source: 1989–90 LNPS. 
Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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TABLE A4. Voting Participation among Eligible Latino Immigrants

Logistic analysis of vote turnout in 1988
(N = 528)

Independent variables B Std. Err.

Socioeconomic status 
Age 2.24*** 0.67
Female 0.25 0.24
Education 0.81 0.62 
Family income 0.25 0.48

Political engagement
Follow politics 1.42*** 0.42
Strong partisan 0.73*** 0.24
Strong ideology 0.08 0.42

Organizational affiliation and mobilization 
Member of Hispanic organization 0.63 0.59
Mobilized by party –0.14 0.54
Mobilized by individual 0.74*** 0.30
Religious attendance 1.37*** 0.35

Minority group status and language
English language use 0.11 0.45
Personal discrimination 0.51* 0.28

Ethnic group (comparison group is Cuban)
Mexican origin –0.62 0.40
Puerto Rican origin –0.55 0.31

Constant –2.70*** 0.77

–2 (LLa) Initial = 577.94
–2 (LL) Converg = 496.25
Chi-Square 81.70 (df 15)
p < .00

Source: LNPS. 
Logistic analysis of voter turnout in 1988: 1 = Voted in 1988, 0 = Registered but did not vote in 1988. 
Note: Including controls for length of residence or political participation in homeland politics does not

change the results. 
aLL = Log-Likelihood. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01 
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TABLE A5. Participation in Activities Other than Voting among 
Latino Immigrants

Participation in activities other than voting
(N = 1,394)

Variable B Std. Error

Socioeconomic status
Age 0.00 0.00
Female 0.03 0.06
Education 0.04*** 0.01
Family income 0.03*** 0.01

Political engagement
Citizenship status 0.06* 0.04
Follow politics 0.08*** 0.02
Strong partisan –0.08 0.08
Ideology 0.01 0.02

Organizational affiliation and mobilization
Member of Hispanic organization 0.66*** 0.13
Mobilized by a party –0.12 0.21
Mobilized by individual 0.30*** 0.10
Religious attendance 0.05** 0.02

Minority group status and language
English language use 0.08*** 0.03
Personal discrimination 0.18*** 0.07

Ethnic group (comparison  group  is Cuban)
Mexican origin 0.10 0.08
Puerto Rican origin 0.09 0.09

Migration-related variables
Years in the United States 0.01*** 0.00
Active in homeland politics 0.03 0.08

Constant –1.21 0.22

Adjusted R-Square = .15

Source: LNPS. 
Note: OLS Regression, Dependent Variable = Index of Participation beyond Voting; “We would like to

find out about some of the things people in the U.S. do to make their views known. Which of the activi-
ties listed on this card, if any, have you done in the past twelve months? (1) Signed a petition regarding an
issue or problem that concerns you? (2) Written a letter, telephoned or sent a telegram to an editor or pub-
lic official regarding issues that concern you? (3) Attend a public meeting? (4) Worn a campaign button,
put a campaign sticker on your car, or placed a sign in your window or in front of your house? (5) Gone
to any political meetings, rallies, speeches, or dinner in support of a particular candidate? (6) Worked
either for pay or on a volunteer basis for a party or a candidate running for office? (7) Contributed money
to an individual candidate, a political party, or some other political organization supporting a candidate or
an issue in an election?” 

*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01
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TABLE A6. Voting Participation among Eligible Asian American Immigrants

Logistic analysis of Logistic analysis of
voter turnout consistent vote turnout

in 2000 (1998 and 2000)
(N = 336) (N = 336)

Independent variables B Std. Err. B Std. Err.

Socioeconomic status
Education 2.43** 0.78 1.25** 0.55
Family income –0.43 0.76 –1.40*** 0.56
Age 2.55** 1.13 2.71*** 0.87
Female 0.12 0.36 –0.12 0.27

Political engagement
Political interest 0.45 0.53 0.32 0.41
Strong partisanship 0.95** 0.48 0.46 0.35
Ideology (Conservative) 1.49** 0.72 –0.50 0.53

Organizational affiliation and
mobilization
Member of Asian 

American organization 0.75 0.58 –0.12 0.36
Mobilized by political party 0.75** 0.36 0.87*** 0.30
Mobilized by individual –0.21 0.44 0.07 0.33
Religious attendance 1.32** 0.55 1.03*** 0.39

Minority group status and language
English language use –0.23 0.97 –1.18 0.78
Experience with discrimination 0.03 0.52 0.21 0.39

Migration-related variables
Percentage of life in 

United States –2.54*** 1.02 0.88 0.85
Educated outside of the 

United States –0.14 0.44 –0.48 0.34
Active in homeland politics –0.65 0.85 0.43 0.59

National origin group
(comparison category is Japanese)
Chinese –0.14 1.10 –1.76* 0.95
Korean –2.56** 1.11 –2.50*** 0.96
Vietnamese 0.64 1.15 –1.16 0.94
Filipino –1.46 1.02 –1.43 0.89
Indian –0.87 1.15 –1.90** 0.95

Constant –0.51 1.47 –0.68 1.21

–2 (LLa) Initial = 318.35 –2 (LL) Initial = 424.91
–2 (LL) Convergence = 244.24 –2 (LL) Convergence= 365.32
Chi-Square 74.11 (df 21) Chi-Square 59.59 (df 21)
p < .00 p < .00

Source: PNAPPS.
Logistic analysis of voter turnout in 2000: 1 = Voted in 2000, 0 = Registered but did not vote in 2000. Logis-

tic analysis of voter turnout in 1998 and 2000: 1 = Voted in 1998 and 2000, 0 = Registered but did not vote in
1998 and 2000. 

aLL = Log-Likelihood. 
*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01 
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TABLE A7. Participation in Activities Other than Voting among Asian
American Immigrants 

Immigrant sample 
(N = 727)

Variable B Std. Error

Socioeconomic status 
Education .04 .03
Family income .08*** .02
Age .00 .00
Female –.12* .08

Political engagement
Political interest .21*** .04
Strong partisanship .04* .02
Ideology (Conservative) .01 .03
Citizen .03 .09

Organizational affiliation and mobilization
Member of Asian American organization .44*** .11
Mobilized by political party .08 .09
Mobilized by individual .57*** .11
Religious attendance .03 .03

Minority group status and language 
English language use –.01 .07
Experience with discrimination .21* .11

Migration-related variables
Percentage of life in United States .13 .24
Educated outside of the United States –.23** .10
Active in homeland politics 1.27*** .16

National origin group 
(comparison category is Japanese) 
Chinese .39* .21
Korean .31 .21
Vietnamese .59*** .21
Filipino .44** .20
Indian .68*** .21

Constant  –1.17*** .30

Adjusted R-Square = .31

Source: PNAAPS. 
Note: OLS Regression, Dependent Variable is Index of Participation beyond Voting; “During the past

four years, have you participated in any of the following types of political activity in your community?
(ACCEPT MULTIPLE ANSWERS)” 1 = written or phoned a government official, 2 = contacted an edi-
tor of a newspaper, magazine, or TV station, 3 = donated money to a political campaign, 4 = attended a
public meeting, political rally, or fund-raiser, 5 = worked with others in your community to solve a prob-
lem, 6 = signed a petition for a political cause, 7 = taken part in a protest or demonstration (7-point index).
Control variables included in model but not shown in table are age, female, and length of time at current
residence. The coefficient for age is positive and statistically significant only for the foreign-born, and that
for length of residence at current address is positive and significant only for the full sample. 

*p ≤ .10 **p ≤ .05 ***p ≤ .01 
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TABLE A8. Logistic Regression of Education on Political Activity among
pre-1965 European Immigrant Sample (N = 401)

Independent variables B Standard error

Age .143* .071
Age-squared –.001* .001
Education (0 = < H.S, 1 = H.S. +) .549* .200
Grew up outside of U.S. .084 .241
Constant –5.330 2.100

Initial –2 Log-Likelihood = 445.874
–2 Log-Likelihood at Convergence = 439.263

Source: NES Cumulative File for 1952–65. 
Dependent Variable: Participation in a Political Activity (talking to someone to influence their vote,

attending a political meeting or rally, working for a party or candidate, wearing a button, giving money to
a campaign, or writing to a public official); 0 = participated in at least one activity; 1= did not participate
in a political activity. 

*p ≤ .10 



Notes

Chapter 1
1. I use the term community organization in this book to refer to organizations

that serve a particular community—that is, immigrants—rather than to suggest
that an organization serves a speci‹c geographic locale.

2. The wave of immigration that the United States is experiencing today par-
allels the mass migration that occurred one hundred years ago. U.S. immigration
peaked from 1900 to 1910 and then decreased after the 1920s as a result of immi-
gration policies and a declining economy. During the 1960s, restrictive and dis-
criminatory immigration laws were liberalized, and immigration began to increase
dramatically. Although only 3 million immigrants arrived in the United States in
the 1960s, nearly 8 million immigrants entered the country in the 1990s (Shina-
gawa 1996; Lollock 2001; Westphal 2001).

3. The Current Population Survey (CPS) de‹nes the foreign-born population
as those civilian persons currently living in noninstitutional housing who entered
the United States with immigrant visas or as spouses or children of immigrants;
who were admitted in a refugee status; who entered with student visas and over-
stayed; or who entered the United States without documents. The CPS may
underestimate the U.S. foreign-born population by failing to account fully for the
undocumented population. According to a recent news report by Cindy
Rodriguez (2001), the 2000 Census showed a higher than expected number of
Asians and Latinos, which is most likely attributable to undocumented immi-
grants. She reported that the number of undocumented immigrants in the United
States may be 11 million, 5 million more than the U.S. Immigration and Natural-
ization Service had estimated.

4. Latino refers to residents of the United States who trace their ancestry to
Latin America or the Spanish-speaking countries of the Caribbean. I use the term
Asian or Asian American interchangeably to refer to those U.S. residents who
trace their ancestry to Asia, Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, or the Paci‹c
Islands. Some scholars also use the term Asian American to refer only to those of
Asian ancestry who are U.S. citizens by birth or naturalization. However, many
immigrants from Asia who are not citizens plan eventually to make the United
States their permanent home and contribute to American life. In many cases, I use
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the term Asian American rather than Asian to refer to people of Asian descent liv-
ing permanently in the United States regardless of their place of birth or citizen-
ship status. Although scholars often use the term Asian to refer to people of Asian
origin in the United States, that term fails to distinguish people in Asia from those
in the United States and can contribute to the stereotype that people of Asian
ancestry in the United States are perpetual foreigners. I use Mexican and Mexican
American interchangeably to refer to someone of Mexican origin living in the
United States. Similarly, I use the terms Chinese and Chinese American inter-
changeably to refer to someone of Chinese origin living in the United States.

5. The trend in California illustrates the effect of immigration compared to the
effect of birthrate. The population in California has been growing steadily since the
1960s. However, unlike the past, the current growth is occurring in the propor-
tion of foreign-born newcomers to the state, and this will remain true in the future.
In 1970, immigrants constituted less than 10 percent of the state’s population; by
1990, they comprised more than 20 percent. In absolute numbers, the immigrant
population in California doubled between 1980 and 1990 (Myers and Pitkin
2001).

6. For example, according to data from the 2000 Census, more than 10 per-
cent of California’s population (including approximately 30 percent in San Fran-
cisco County and 12 percent in Los Angeles County) is Asian American. In
Queens County, New York, 18 percent of the residents are Asian American. The
statistics on the Asian American population included in this section are taken from
www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0029/tab08.htm;
www.census.gov/population/cen2000/phc-t1/tab01.txt; www.fact‹nder.cen-
sus.gov/home/en/pldata.html (Census 2000 Redistricting Summary File).

7. In New Mexico, California, and Texas, for example, Latinos account for at
least 30 percent of the state’s population. Latinos are the dominant ethnic group
in some localities. In multiethnic Los Angeles County, Latinos comprise approxi-
mately 45 percent of the population, followed by whites (35 percent), Asian Amer-
icans (12 percent), and blacks (10 percent). The statistics on the Latino population
included in this section are taken from www.census.gov/population/cen2000/
phc-t1/tab01.txt and www.fact‹nder.census.gov/home/en/pldata.html (Census
2000 Redistricting Summary File).

8. For a good discussion of how researchers have gauged the extent of a
group’s substantive participation and incorporation into the political system, see
Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 1984; Davidson and Grofman 1994.

9. For studies of vote choice among Latinos, see J. Garcia and Arce 1988; de
la Garza et al. 1992; Barreto and Woods 2000. For research on electoral turnout
among Latinos, see Arvizu and Garcia 1996; DeSipio 1996; Shaw, de la Garza,
and Lee 2000; Pantoja, Ramirez, and Segura 2001. For examinations of political
participation among Latinos, see de la Garza et al. 1992; Verba, Schlozman, and
Brady 1995; Hero and Campbell 1996; F. Garcia 1997; Jones-Correa 1998. For
research on Asian American political attitudes and behavior, see Cain 1988;
Nakanishi 1991; Kwoh and Hui 1993; Tam 1995; Ong and Nakanishi 1996; Lien
1997, 2001; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004). For information on internal diver-
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sity in political attitudes and behavior within those communities, see de la Garza et
al. 1992; Tam 1995; F. Garcia 1997; Lien 2001; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2003.
For comparisons of Latino and Asian American political attitudes and behavior, see
Cain, Kiewiet, and Uhlaner 1991; Uhlaner 1991; Lien 1994, 1997; Saito 1998;
Cho 1999.

10. For research on political participation among Asian Americans and Latinos,
see de la Garza and DeSipio 1997; Jones-Correa 1998; DeSipio, de la Garza, and
Setzler 1999; Lien 2001; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004.

11. Political activity can be construed as system-challenging and radical in that
it de‹es the existing governmental system in an attempt to alter it dramatically or
replace it altogether. Political activity may also be seen as normal, seeking to create
changes within the framework of the current system. Although some studies link
immigrant groups to radical politics (Rosenblum 1973; Portes and Rumbaut
1996), the activities that I most often encountered can appropriately be catego-
rized as normal politics. I am indebted to Gaspar Rivera-Salgado for helping me to
think through these distinctions as they relate to immigrants in particular.

12. In some cases, the gap in participation rates between new arrivals and ‹rst-
generation immigrants who have resided for long periods in the United States is
greater than the gap in participation rates when comparing ‹rst-generation immi-
grants as a whole with native-born (second- or subsequent-generation-) immi-
grants.

Chapter 2
1. Omi and Winant de‹ne racial formation as “the socio-historical process by

which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (1994,
55). For studies of racial formation among Asian Americans and Latinos, see Espir-
itu 1992; Sanchez 1993; Takaki 1993; Almaguer 1994; Omi and Winant 1994;
Haney-Lopez 1996; Lowe 1996; Rogers Smith 1997; Jacobson 1998; Perea et al.
2000; C. Kim 2000; Nobles 2000.

2. Haney-Lopez (1996, 38) estimates that as many as half a million people
were “repatriated” to Mexico.

3. Historian Matthew Frye Jacobson (1998) argues that although immigrants
from Europe were considered white, a meaningful hierarchy based in part on phe-
notype and ethnic stereotypes existed within that broad category, which thus
included several “white races.”

4. New York City includes ‹fty-nine community districts, geographic areas
established by local law in 1975. They range in area from less than nine hundred
acres to almost ‹fteen thousand acres and in population from fewer than thirty-‹ve
thousand residents to more than two hundred thousand (New York City Depart-
ment of Planning 2001b).

5. The 2000 Census showed more than 3 million people of Mexican origin liv-
ing in Los Angeles County, approximately 50 percent of them immigrants (Allen
and Turner 2002).

6. Sanchez (1993) observes that it is likely that the organization also used the
Independence Day events to advertise its life insurance services.
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7. James Lai examines the relationship between elected representation and
mobilization of the Asian American community. He ‹nds a strong relationship
between Asian American elected of‹cials and community organizations, which
suggests that “politically-active community-based organizations play both support-
ive and proactive roles in the recruitment of future Asian Paci‹c American elected
of‹cials” (2000, 7).

8. Despite these similarities to the U.S. system, there is widespread dispute
over designation of Mexico as a democracy, since the executive exercises a domi-
nant role over the judiciary and legislature, the government is highly centralized,
and the country had one-party rule for more than seventy years (1929–2000).

Chapter 3
1. James Q. Wilson (1995, 96–97) distinguishes between “party organiza-

tions” and “political machines.” A party organization is “a group of persons who
consciously coordinate their activities so as to in›uence the choice of candidates
for elective of‹ce,” whereas a political machine is “a party organization relying
chie›y on the attraction of material rewards.”

2. Steven Erie (1988, 2) writes that although they had their roots in the Jack-
sonian period (1820s and 1830s), full-›edged urban machines emerged only in
the late 1800s.

3. I am indebted to Michael Jones-Correa and Ann Crigler for sharing these
important observations with me.

4. Turnout in the 2004 presidential election spiked to the highest levels since
1968, with the increase attributed to a unique set of factors, including voters’
strong feelings about the Iraq war, the polarizing effects of the Bush presidency,
and a close race that led to strong voter-mobilization efforts (in the battleground
states where Asian Americans and Latinos are underrepresented) by the parties and
other groups. Because of these unique circumstances, it is dif‹cult to conclude
whether the election changed overall trends in turnout or represents a special cir-
cumstance.

5. Noncitizens could participate in many elections until the 1920s but today
are barred from voting in federal and most state and local elections. Exceptions
include New York and Chicago school board elections and local of‹ces in several
municipalities in Maryland and Massachusetts (Hayduk 2002).

6. Furthermore, intraminority racial stereotypes are quite prevalent (Johnson,
Farrell, and Guinn 1997).

7. I am indebted to Efrain Escobedo, with whom I worked during his tenure
as a McNair Research Scholar at the University of Southern California, for his syn-
thesis and analysis of Latino outreach efforts.

8. Although Latinos did not uniformly oppose such anti-immigrant initiatives
as California’s Proposition 187, exit polls clearly show that the majority of the
Latino community, including those who were born in the United States, opposed
the initiative. Latinos were by far the most opposed to the initiative, although a
majority of blacks and Asian Americans also voted against the measure. Less than
20 percent of Latino voters supported Proposition 187, as did 63 percent of white
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voters. Latino Voter Forums conducted by the National Association of Latino
Elected Of‹cials demonstrated that although nonimmigrant Latinos often
opposed illegal immigration, few supported Proposition 187 or other such poli-
cies, viewing them as not just anti-immigrant but anti-Latino.

9. The Web site was available in English and Spanish only. See http://www
.democrats.org/ (accessed December 5, 2003).

10. Battleground states included Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Iowa, Maine,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico, Ohio,
Oregon, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Washington, West Virginia, and Wisconsin.

11. Gold also mentioned that the candidates had failed to include Latinos in
their inner circle of advisers.

12. Bloomberg, a lifelong Democrat, ran for mayor as a Republican.
13. On party clubs in New York City, see also Peel 1968; Adler and Blank

1975.
14. This observation conforms to Mollenkopf’s analysis showing that in 1988,

three out of four of the party organizations in Latino assembly districts were non-
competitive (1992, table 4.1).

15. Philip Kasinitz (1992) argues that Afro-Caribbeans were overrepresented in
New York City politics between 1935 and 1965. These political leaders tended to
deemphasize their Afro-Caribbean ethnic origins in public life, although they
maintained a strong sense of ethnic identity in their personal lives (55).

Chapter 4
1. On noncitizen voting rights, see chap. 3, n. 5.
2. Because I did not interview a representative sample of community leaders or

conduct a survey of a scienti‹c sample of national organizations, caution should be
used when applying these observations more generally.

3. This book places national labor unions and their local af‹liates under the
category labor organizations and distinguishes them from independent worker
centers and independent unions. The latter deal with labor issues, but the focus is
often less on union organizing than on advocacy on behalf of workers. Although
the AFL-CIO is a national organization, it sponsors local, face-to-face activities
with immigrants—for example, the Immigrant Workers’ Freedom Ride, which was
organized in different localities. Thus, for the purposes of this work, the AFL-CIO
is counted among the community organizations.

4. As discussed earlier, California’s Proposition 187 was a 1994 ballot measure
that sought to deny bene‹ts to immigrants without legal documents. Proposition
209 was an anti-af‹rmative-action measure that passed in 1996 in California.

5. I am indebted to Eric Oliver for sharing this observation.
6. I have grouped workers’ centers with labor organizations because both are

active primarily around worker issues and worker rights. However, some workers’
centers were started because workers and community leaders felt that unions were
not doing a good job of representing or protecting workers.

7. Because the Democratic Party is no longer mobilizing at the neighborhood
level, it must now rely heavily on unions to turn out support for candidates. This
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reinforces the claim that unions and other local community organizations bear the
primary responsibility for direct mobilization of immigrants.

8. In 2002, the 1.4 million-member Teamsters Union and New York City’s
200,000-member health-care-workers union endorsed Governor George Pataki, a
Republican, for reelection, and Andy Stern, Service Employees International
Union president, worked with Tom DeLay, the House Republican whip, on fed-
eral policies affecting airport security screeners. A senior of‹cial in the Bush White
House claimed in May 2002 that the “level of union support for Republicans in
the House and Senate has jumped from 6 percent to nearly 20 percent, and I think
it will go even higher before the election season is over” (quoted in Lambro 2002,
A-19).

9. Unions have developed get-out-the-vote and political education programs
that are separate from any candidate campaign as a way of maintaining indepen-
dence from the Democratic Party (Greenhouse 1998a). In 1998, the director of
the AFL-CIO announced a commitment to an explicitly grassroots campaign
around the congressional elections rather than engaging in the more common
practice of making large campaign contributions (Dark 2000). In the weeks lead-
ing up to the November election, the AFL-CIO registered half a million new vot-
ers (AFL-CIO 1998) by going door to door, passing out lea›ets, and organizing
local rallies and corporate campaigns (Seelye 1998). During the 2000 presidential
campaign, AFL-CIO leaders went on a People Power 2000 tour, and union mem-
bers handed out 14 million lea›ets at work sites and focused on one-on-one neigh-
borhood canvassing (Chang 2001).

10. Is it appropriate to group these different types of nonpro‹t community-
based organizations together under one category? Such lumping may obscure dif-
ferences in funding sources, the historical context that has shaped their develop-
ment, and whether their origins are linked to local movements or government
programs. However, community-based nonpro‹t status represents one key way
that the organizations described in this section are similar, and that is why I have
chosen to categorize them as such.

11. J. Lin (1998) notes that since the 1970s, pro-Beijing supporters have chal-
lenged the dominance of Nationalist Party (KMT) loyalists within the CCBA.

12. Jones-Correa was referring to immigrant men in particular in this case, but
I suspect that the example applies to immigrants of both genders.

13. Although more than 75 percent of Latinos report that they are Roman
Catholic, Latino converts are becoming a signi‹cant presence within the Protes-
tant Pentecostal movement. For example, Los Angeles is home to about one thou-
sand Latino Pentecostal churches (Orr 1999).

14. See Dahl 1961; Wol‹nger and Rosenstone 1980; Conway 1991; Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995. Scholars who study participation among groups
made up of a large proportion of immigrants criticize these socioeconomic theo-
ries because they fail to consider migration-related variables such as language
pro‹ciency, minority status, experience in the country of origin, and length of res-
idence (Cain, Kiewiet, and Uhlaner 1991; Uhlaner and Garcia 1998; Cho 1999;
Junn 1999; J. Wong 2000). For example, a number of scholars have questioned
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the applicability of the socioeconomic model for Asian Americans, who, on aver-
age, demonstrate high levels of education along with low levels of political activity
(Tam 1995; Lien 1997; Cho 1999; Junn 1999).

Chapter 5
1. For potential inegalitarian responses by ethnic organizations to cleavages

within groups, see Cohen 1999; Strolovitch 2002; D. Warren 2003.
2. For a quantitative study supporting this point, see T. Lee 2004.
3. According to the organization’s Web site, “CECOMEX es una institución

no lucrativa que activamente trabaja para mejorar la imagen y el bienestar de la
Comunidad Mexicana de Nueva York. CECOMEX tiene sus puertas abiertas a
todas las comunidades sin importar raza, color, nacionalidad, credo, posicion
socio-economica, estatus legal u orientación sexual. Estamos localizados en el
corazón de Harlem Hispano donde hay 63 negocios Mexicanos que orgullosa-
mente representamos. Ademas, se estima que mas de 16,000 residentes Mexicanos
habitan en esta area. CECOMEX labora en los cinco condados del area metropol-
itana y algunas partes de Nueva Jersey. Nuestra organizacion se enfoca en lidiar
con la problemática socio-política y económica que afecta a nuestra comunidad
que se estima esta compuesta de mas de 250,000 personas sólo en el area metro-
politana, según el Censo de 1990, pero hoy en día se calcula a 850,000 en la Ciu-
dad de Nueva York [CECOMEX is a nonpro‹t organization that actively works to
improve the image and well-being of the Mexican community in New York.
CECOMEX opens its doors to all communities, without regard to race, color,
nationality, religion, socioeconomic position, legal status, or sexual orientation.
We are located in the heart of Spanish Harlem, where there are 63 Mexican busi-
nesses that we proudly represent. Moreover, an estimated 16,000 Mexican resi-
dents live there. CECOMEX works in ‹ve counties in the metropolitan region and
in some parts of New Jersey. Our organization focuses on combating sociopoliti-
cal and economic problems that affect our community, which the 1990 Census
estimated at more than 250,000 people in the metropolitan area alone but which
today is calculated at more than 850,000 in New York City].”

4. A body of research on the relationships among gender, migration, and
political participation is slowly emerging, and it suggests that gender is likely to
play an especially important role in the political involvement of immigrants.
Michael Jones-Correa claims that working outside of the home for pay gives Latin
American immigrant women in the United States more economic independence
than they would have in their countries of origin and that they are more likely than
Latin American immigrant men to “‹nd reasons for adapting to their stay in
United States” (1998, 345). He concludes that because women are more likely
than men to remain in the United States, women are also more likely to naturalize
and participate in American politics.

Chapter 6
1. Many studies that focus on immigrant populations include Puerto Ricans

while noting differences in citizenship status and travel restrictions between them
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and other immigrant groups (Marshall 1987; Acosta-Belen 1988; C. Davis, Haub,
and Willette 1988; Jennings 1988; Safa 1988; de la Garza et al. 1992). Puerto
Rico became a U.S. colonial territory in 1898, and because Puerto Ricans have
been U.S. citizens at birth since 1917, they may travel without restriction between
the United States and Puerto Rico. Puerto Rico has its own political parties, rep-
resentative government, and separate laws. Puerto Ricans living on the island
choose delegates for the Republican and Democratic National Conventions but
cannot vote in U.S. presidential elections. However, Puerto Ricans who have
immigrated to the United States can vote after registering in one of the ‹fty states
or Washington, D.C. Most studies that include Puerto Ricans tend to refer to indi-
viduals who move from Puerto Rico to the continental U.S. as either Puerto Rican
immigrants or Puerto Rican migrants. In this discussion, Puerto Rican refers to
people of Puerto Rican origin whether born in the United States or on the island.
Puerto Rican immigrant refers only to individuals born on the island but who have
since migrated to the United States.

2. When respondents indicated that they preferred to use Spanish, they were
asked: “¿Piensa que hay algún grupo u organización que se preocupa por sus
intereses, aunque no sea usted miembro?”

3. Those individuals who answered “Don’t know” or who declined to state a
speci‹c organization are not included in these categories.

4. The LNPS question about membership in an organization asked, “Some of
these questions will refer to [your national-origin group]. By [national-origin
group], I mean all people born in the U.S. who are of [that country’s] ancestry, as
well as people born in [that country] who now live here. Please tell me the names
of any organizations or associations that you belong to or have given money or
goods to in the past twelve months that are . . .” One category was “General
Latino, Hispanic organizations/Mexican American organizations/Cuban Ameri-
can organizations and Puerto Rican organizations.” That category included
ninety-seven possible responses, among them the National Association of Latino
Elected Of‹cials; the League of United Latin American Citizens; the National
Council of La Raza; Aspira (National Associations of Chicago, Florida, New Jer-
sey, New York, and Puerto Rico); the Cuban American Committee; and Mexican
American, Cuban American, or Puerto Rican American community centers and
neighborhood organizations.

5. See appendix tables A4–7 for full models. In the LNPS, political engage-
ment was measured by questions asking about the extent to which respondents fol-
lowed politics, their strength of partisanship, and their strength of ideology (strong
liberal or strong conservative). For analyses of participation in activities outside of
voting, citizenship status was also used as a measure of political engagement. Expe-
rience with discrimination was measured by a question asking respondents,
“Because you are a Mexican/Puerto Rican/Cuban, have you ever been turned
down as renter or buyer of a home, or been treated rudely in a restaurant, been
denied a job, or experienced other important types of discrimination?” In the
PNAAPS, questions about the degree of interest in politics, partisanship, and ide-
ology were used to measure political engagement. Again, citizenship was included
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as a variable for analysis of participation outside of voting. Experience with dis-
crimination was measured by the question, “Have you ever personally experienced
discrimination in the United States?” A follow-up question asked whether respon-
dents had been discriminated against based on race or ethnicity.

6. Scholars have recently attempted to address this causality issue by conduct-
ing ‹eld experiments that compare a randomly selected treatment group of indi-
viduals who are contacted to a randomly selected control group who are not con-
tacted. The results of the studies show some evidence that contacting leads to
more participation (D. Green and Gerber 2002; R. Ramirez forthcoming; J. Wong
2004). However, results of mobilization through contact vary according to type of
contact and sample.

Chapter 7
1. The CNN exit poll (2004), based on a sample of 13,660 respondents inter-

viewed immediately after leaving the polling place, estimated that Asian Americans
comprised 2 percent of the electorate and Latinos 8 percent. Based on a sample of
5,154 voters, the Los Angeles Times (2004) estimated that Latinos represented 5
percent of the electorate and Asian Americans 3 percent. Most of those respon-
dents were Californians, but the Times conducted the survey in 136 polling places
nationwide.

2. Asian American socioeconomic resources vary greatly by national-origin
group. Japanese Americans have among the highest incomes in the United States,
whereas Vietnamese and Hmong Americans have among the lowest.

3. The 2002 Current Population Survey Volunteer Supplement includes valid
responses from 2,769 white, 682 black, 4,293 Latino, and 2,360 Asian American
immigrants (Ramakrishnan 2003). Not all volunteer activities are political in
nature, but the survey does show organizational af‹liation, which is often associ-
ated with political participation.

4. In this chapter, Latino and Asian American participation in activities other
than voting is measured by a dummy variable. Those who indicate that they took
part in any activity other than voting are assigned a value of 1, and those who did
not take part in any activity are assigned a value of 0. Thus, the variable simply
measures whether one took part in any activity. In the preceding chapter, partici-
pation in activities beyond voting was measured by an index of participation that
better captured participation across a range of activities.

5. The example provided was generated by converting the coef‹cients gener-
ated by the regressions to odds ratios.

6. What is true at the individual level may not be the case at the aggregate
level. Even though individual Asian Americans with more socioeconomic resources
participate at higher levels than those with fewer resources, higher average socio-
economic status for Asian Americans as a group has not translated into high aver-
age voting rates for the group.

7. The data on earlier European immigrants do not contain enough detail
about length of residence to conduct a comparative analysis.

8. Further correlation analysis suggested a positive association between length
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of residence and political participation for several Latino subgroups (the LAT dis-
tinguished among Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Cubans, other Central and South
Americans, and other Latinos) and several Asian American subgroups (Chinese,
Koreans, Vietnamese, Japanese, Filipinos, and South Asians). Those who had not
met the ‹ve-year residency requirement and Puerto Ricans, who are already U.S.
citizens, were not included in the analysis of the relationship between length of res-
idence and citizenship. Unfortunately, small sample sizes for speci‹c ethnic groups
prevent multivariate analyses (see appendix, tables A1 and A2 for number of
respondents).

9. Although immigration rates were highest in the ‹rst and second decades of
the twentieth century, naturalization rates crested in the four years before 1928,
very likely initiating the upward trend in turnout among immigrants that Andersen
(1979) documents.

10. These ‹gures assume that the most recent immigration trends will continue
with immigration rates stabilizing.

11. This description is taken from the National Association of Latino Elected
Of‹cials’ Web site: http://www.naleo.org/membership.htm (accessed December
11, 2004).

Chapter 8
1. I use the term homeland to refer to a migrant’s country of origin. I do not

intend to imply that the United States or receiving community is any less a real
home to migrants than the country of origin, nor do I mean to suggest that immi-
grants are more loyal to one country than another.

2. Given that since the early 1960s, the United States has limited the amount
of remittances that can be sent to the island, Cuban immigrants exhibit lower
remittance rates. What is surprising is that despite the restrictions, one in ‹ve
Cubans regularly sends money to the island. In recent years, the U.S. government
has increased the upper limit for cash remittances.

3. In 1996, the Mexican congress voted to allow Mexican citizens living
abroad to vote in Mexican elections without having to return to Mexico, but the
major Mexican parties disagreed about how to implement speci‹c voting mecha-
nisms.

4. About 14 percent of Latino immigrants in the LNPS indicated that they
were more concerned with politics in the homeland, 46 percent said that they were
more concerned with politics in the United States, 32 percent claimed that they
were concerned with both, and 8 percent didn’t know or had no opinion.

5. Some of these activities, such as donating to a political campaign, may
require immigrants to be permanent residents.

6. The dependent variable for this analysis is a dummy variable for participa-
tion in activities other than voting. This variable measures whether an individual
took part in any political activity. In contrast, the variable used to measure partici-
pation other than voting in the analysis using the LNPS data in chapter 6 was
based on an index created from the seven questions about political activities other
than voting. That variable allows for analysis of whether an individual participated
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in a range of political activities. One question asked in chapter 6 was whether
involvement with a community organization was associated with political partici-
pation in a range of activities; thus, the index of participation was the appropriate
measure of participation.

7. This estimate of California’s Mexican immigrant population is very likely
low because it does not take into account those men and women who entered the
United States without documents.

Chapter 9
1. I am indebted to Michael-Jones Correa for his insights regarding the larger

political system’s importance in structuring mobilization in the United States.

Appendix
1. See Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard University

National Survey on Latinos in America, available at http://www.kff.org/kaiser-
polls/3023-index.cfm (accessed January 7, 2004).

2. The screening question was used primarily to simplify analyses. Respon-
dents were also asked to self-identify both ethnically and racially. For example, 0.3
percent of the Mexican respondents, 5.1 percent of the Puerto Rican respondents,
and 2.6 percent of the Cuban respondents self-identi‹ed as black. A majority in
each of these groups self-identi‹ed as white.

3. Puerto Rico was one of the response categories for this question, and 73
percent of those who were screened into the study as being of Puerto Rican origin
indicated Puerto Rico when asked their country of birth.

4. I de‹ned activists as individuals who (1) consider themselves to be actively
involved with either the Chinese or the Mexican community (including immi-
grants); (2) are considered to be involved with that community by at least two
other individuals; and (3) are af‹liated with an organization or of‹ce that provides
social, legal, political, or issue-oriented services to or advocacy for Chinese or Mex-
ican immigrants in New York or Los Angeles. I identi‹ed the leaders of well-
known immigrant-serving institutions and advocacy groups by attending local
community events, such as the Asian Paci‹c American Heritage Festival in New
York City, and through directories of community organizations. The interviewees
provided some additional contacts. I conducted interviews between June and
November 1999 using both a sample based on the national and local reputation of
the organizations and a snowball sampling method. Although most organizational
leaders with whom I spoke were bilingual, interviews were conducted in English.

5. The research assistants were not community activists.
6. Although I would have liked to include Mandarin Chinese speakers in the

study, I lacked the resources to conduct interviews with Chinese immigrants in
three languages. A follow-up study that includes Mandarin speakers is planned.
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