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Side I 

Dansk resumé af: ”En komparativ analyse af kinesiske og 
mexicanske indvandrere i Californien”  
(Engelsk titel: ”A comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants in 

California”) 

Kandidatafhandling i Amerikanske Studier hos Institut for Internationale Kultur- og 

Kommunikationsstudier (IKK), CBS Frederiksberg 

Skrevet af: Louisa Dahlin Friberg  

 

Nærværende speciale har til formål at lave en komparativ analyse af to store 

indvandrergrupper i Californien, mexicanere og kinesere, baseret på empirisk data fra 

det amerikanske folketællingskontor Census Bureau. Baggrunden for dette er en 

forudindtagelse af, at begge grupper har samme forudsætninger for god integration og 

social mobilitet, men statistikker viser, at dette ikke er tilfældet. For at forstå 

baggrunden for dette, vil specialet undersøge hvilke socioøkonomiske parametre, der 

har indvirkning på social mobilitet, samt klarlægge udviklingen af de historiske forhold, 

der har ændret de respektive gruppers forudsætninger for immigration.   

Analysen viser, at selvom de to grupper i forhold til immigrationshistorie deler samme 

karakteristika, adskiller grupperne sig markant fra hverandre i forhold til social 

mobilitet, dette i sær på uddannelsesniveauet er der markant forskel på de to grupper. 

Social mobilitet bliver sværere og sværere at opnå i det amerikanske samfund, med 

mindre dette sker gennem højere uddannelsesniveau, og det er derfor ikke overraskende, 

at uddannelsesniveau bliver brugt som et værktøj til videre integration og til social 

mobilitet. Som forudset udmærker kineserne sig exceptionelt i forhold til mexicanere 

(og andre indvandrergrupper) på dette punkt. Analysen viser samtidig, at uddannelse 

danner rammerne for den videre integration, forstået derved, at højere 



Side II 

uddannelsesniveau ofte er forbundet med en bedre økonomisk situation og råderum. 

Analysen afslører også sammenhæng mellem uddannelse og antallet af børn, og at 

mexicanere generelt får flere børn end kinesere og derfor har lavere uddannelsesniveau 

og indkomst. Mexicanere er derfor langt mere disponeret for fattigdom end kinesere i 

USA. 

Specialets undersøgelser viser dog også overraskende, at parametre -som ikke 

umiddelbart er iøjenfaldende  f.eks. alder og køn, spiller en stor rolle for  

integrationsprocessen og for udviklingen i social mobilitet for de respektive grupper, og 

at vilkårene for de respektive grupper synes at vende til fordel for mexicanerne. Således 

indikerer data for de sidste ti år et skift i immigrationsmønsteret, hvor langt flere 

mexicanske kvinder emigrerer, og flere amerikansk-fødte mexicanere tager højere 

uddannelser. Alt i alt en positiv udvikling i forhold til social mobilitet, men også en 

udvikling hvor det fulde udkom og potentiale endnu ikke kendes. For kinesere derimod 

viser analysen en ændring i, hvem der emigrerer til USA. Hvor det førhen primært var 

kinesere med høj(ere) socioøkonomisk status ses nu i stigende grad kinesiske 

immigranter med meget lave socioøkonomiske forhold. Udover det ser vi en negativ 

udvikling mellem 2. og 3. generation, hvilket indikerer, at forholdene måske er ved at 

udjævnes mellem kineserne og mexicanerne. I forhold til den klassiske 

assimilisationsteori kan dette være en indikation af at begge grupper i større grad er ved 

at blive integreret i det amerikanske samfund.  
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1. Introduction, research question, limitations, methodology 
and disposition 
 

1.1 Introduction and research question 
Immigration to the U.S. is not new, and since the first census was conducted in 1790 the 

population has increased from four million to 308 million in 2010. Around 1/3rd of the 

American population today does not classify themselves as White Americans, and it is 

this diversity of people and the different paths they have to follow to integrate into the 

American society that has laid the foundation for this thesis. 

The different lives, socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds of immigrants from 

different places make one common path of integration impossible, and therefore it soon 

becomes apparent that immigrants from certain countries have more dynamic mobility 

levels than immigrants from other countries. It is this particular observation that this 

thesis will analyze, and the analysis deals with two groups, who have very different 

mobility levels, namely Chinese immigrants and Mexican immigrants. One very visible 

difference between the two is the educational level. Chinese immigrants have much 

higher educational levels than Mexican immigrants, and thus it is fair to assume that 

there is a correlation between educational level and social mobility. Therefore it can be 

hypothesized that Chinese immigrants are more mobile in society because they use 

education as a means to upward social mobility; it is particularly through this parameter 

that Chinese immigrants distinguish themselves from other immigrants.  Data from the 

U.S. Census Bureau (ACS 2006-2008, illustrated in table 4.5) tells that 2/3rds of the 

Chinese immigrants have completed more than high-school while less than 1/3rd of the 

Mexican immigrants have done so. However, education is not the only parameter that 
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should be considered, and it is therefore the purpose of this thesis to explore, analyze 

and contrast different parameters to get the full picture of why Chinese immigrants in 

general do better in the American society than Mexican immigrants.   

Is it historically, demographically or is it socioeconomically dependent, or should it be 

assumed that it is a combination of the aforementioned? While the two groups share 

many similarities when it comes to migration history, pattern and motivation, chapter 2 

reveals that various historical events, such as the Chinese Exclusion Act or work 

programmes such as the Bracero, have changed the premises for migration. And while 

the two groups seem to be much alike when they first set foot in the U.S., there seem to 

be a shift in behavior once the integration process has begun. It is therefore fair to 

assume that the historical context play an important role in shaping an immigrant’s life.  

From a theoretical point of view, we can conclude that none of the groups seem to fit 

the classical assimilation theory which suggests that:  

In general, classic assimilation theory sees immigrant/ethnic and majority 
groups following a "straight-line" convergence, becoming more similar 
over time in norms, values, behaviors, and characteristics. This theory 
expects those immigrants residing the longest in the host society, as well 
as the members of later generations, to show greater similarities with the 
majority group than immigrants who have spent less time in the host 
society (MPI, 2006) 

 

This theory, which dates back to the Chicago School of the 1920s, is interesting because 

it points towards the idea that there is a connection between integration and social 

mobility, in the sense that it suggests that the longer an immigrant has resided in a 

country the more similar to the host-nation he will be, thus the more integrated he is. 

However, instead neither the Chinese immigrants nor the Mexican immigrants seem to 

follow this pattern of turning more identical with the general American population 
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despite the fact that both groups have resided in the U.S. for so long that this theory 

should be applicable by now. Still, Chinese immigrants have very high mobility levels. 

We must therefore assume that factors other than “length of stay” plays a role in the 

way immigrants are integrated into society, and that these factors are treated differently 

depending on which group they are applied to. 

This thesis will seek to answer the following question by drawing up a profile for each 

group and comparing and contrasting the profile.  

In which ways do Mexican immigrants and Chinese immigrants in 

California differ from each other, and how has it affected their mobility 

levels? 

This is possible because there is a distinct behavioural pattern in both groups. Chinese 

immigrants, e.g. in general have high educational levels, more than half are employed in 

the highest paid sectors, there is great intergenerational development, the enclave plays 

an important role and their cultural heritage, in terms of values and goals, is brought 

with them.  

Such pattern is evident for the Mexican immigrants too. More and more Mexicans are 

settling permanently, they still primarily choose the South as their destination, more 

than half work low-wage jobs, and their educational levels are among the nation’s 

worst. While intergenerational development is occurring among the Mexican 

population, social mobility levels are still much lower than for other groups. As it is 

now, the Mexican group is widely overshadowed by bad educational levels and 

undocumented immigration. This again supports the argument that Chinese immigrants 

are socially more mobile than Mexican immigrants primarily because education is 
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chosen as the means to upward social mobility and as a way to integrate into the 

American society.  

1.2 Delimitations 
Because of the formal requirements of this thesis, I have delimited the subject to 

focusing on Chinese and Mexican immigrants in the state of California in the post 1965 

period. This specific time period has been chosen because of the 1965 Immigration Act, 

which ended 80 years of Chinese exclusion and which is the forerunner of the 

hypothesis that the historical and political framework has changed the premises for 

Chinese immigration.   

California, the home state to 1.3 million Chinese immigrants and 11.5 million Mexican 

immigrants, is the number one state with the largest proportion of both groups, which 

makes it an acceptable representative in the study of these specific groups. (Decennial 

2010) 

1.3 Definition and clarification of terminology 
Immigrant: In this thesis the word “immigrant” is not limited to meaning only first-

generation, but is instead a word used to cover all generations of immigrants.  

The primary data used for this thesis is from the U.S. Census Bureau. Furthermore, the 

Migration Policy Institute (MPI), the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the Public 

Policy Institute of California (PPIC) also use the U.S. Census as their source of data, 

and it is therefore only natural to use the Census’ definitions in order to make the data 

as consistent as possible. This means that whenever the word immigrant is used it is 

referring to all immigrants, and it will always include both foreign-born and U.S.-born 

immigrants. When a distinction is necessary, more specified terms, like Mexican-born 
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or U.S.-born will be used. Below is a definition of the specified terms that is used in this 

thesis.  

Foreign-born immigrant: Foreign-born (or Mexican-born/Chinese-born) is used to 

refer to the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition1 which states that it is: “anyone who is not 

a U.S. citizen at birth. This includes naturalized U.S. citizens, lawful permanent 

residents (immigrants), temporary migrants (foreign students) humanitarian migrants 

(refugees) and people illegally present in the U.S.” 

U.S.-born immigrant: In accordance with the Census’ definition2, a U.S.-born or 

Native-born immigrant refers to: “anyone born in the U.S. or a U.S. Island area such as 

Puerto Rico, or born abroad of a U.S. citizen parent”.    

1.4 Methodology 
This thesis is a comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants in California. 

The analysis is based on a socioeconomic-demographic profile of the two focus groups. 

The main categories that will be explored are:  Demography, education, economic and 

social characteristics 

The parameter “demography” states who these people are, why they have moved and 

where they have moved to. This is particularly important because it creates an overall 

picture of the two groups, and serves as a background. It explains why they have chosen 

their place of residence, what influence a social network has on the integration process, 

and if there has been a change in migration/settlement pattern. Once it is clarified who 

they are, and why they act as they do, the foundation for the rest of the parameters has 

been laid which makes it possible put things into context.  

                                                
1 http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/immigration.html 
2 ibid 
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The parameter “education” consists of subjects such as language, intergenerational 

development and age at arrival. This parameter has been chosen because it provides all 

the prerequisites for further development and because it is the forerunner of economic 

opportunity. It is also the most apparent difference between the two groups, and 

therefore it seems like the most obvious reason for the mobility difference that is 

present.  This section looks closely at language abilities to see if there too is a 

correlation with mobility levels, and it is also here the first distinction is made between 

U.S-born and foreign-born immigrants. This distinction is particularly important, when 

it comes to education because it is assumed that poor English skills equal poor 

education and that poor education hinders upward social mobility. 

 “Economic and social characteristics” treat factors such as income, occupation, 

poverty, remittances and crime and should all be recognized as factors that are very 

important as to how easily further integration might happen and which foundation will 

be laid for further generations. This section is particularly important because it looks at 

the correlation between different factors, e.g. remittances, and poverty and the effect it 

has on economic opportunity. Some factors are easily recognized as contributors to 

one’s economic well-being, while others are much harder to identify. E.g. remittances 

carry great importance for both groups, but in relation to income levels, the relative 

importance is much greater for Mexican immigrants than for Chinese immigrants, thus 

influencing economic opportunity.  

Besides these socioeconomic factors, a historical profile is also drawn of the two 

groups. This is important to get the background-knowledge of the two groups and to see 

if they in fact have had the same prerequisites for integrating into the American society, 
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how their migration pattern might have changed and what causes and effects this has 

had on their life in the U.S.  

For the comparative analysis, a quantitative data approach will be used. The reason for 

this is that it enables the opportunity to look at which trends are statistically significant 

for a group. Some of the advantages of this methodology are that it is specific while still 

general, making it possible to look specifically at certain figures, data, and groups of 

people in a certain location, while still making general assumptions about trends within 

the groups. Another advantage is that it is replicable which allows us to compare and 

contrast over a period of time. “Quantitative methods allow us to summarize vast 

sources of information and facilitate comparisons across categories and over time” 

says Kruger 2003, who points to the fact that precise comparisons are necessary when 

development over time needs to be explored.  

While it seems obvious to use this methodology for this thesis, there are pitfalls which 

should be recognized. In this case, the way the surveys are conducted by the various 

institutions, and the ways in which the questions are asked, must be taken into 

consideration. Rasmussen et. al recognize this and refers to the limitations of a survey 

which might mean that answers will not necessarily reflect people’s true feelings about 

a subject but instead might just be the closest match (Rasmussen et. al 2006, p152)  

For specific topics as e.g. poverty, data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) will 

be used due to the specificity of the survey. On more general issues as e.g. language 

ability, the ACS or the Decennial might be used due to the simplicity of the questions 

and the large representative sample size.   
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The Decennial: Every ten years, the Bureau of the Census conducts a census of the 

population, the Decennial. It is a snapshot of the population for one moment in time. It 

is very general, and asks only few questions on each subject. It is self-enumerated and 

mailed. In most cases there are no interviewers who can clarify questions if doubts.  

The ACS: The ACS is made to be more specific and frequent than the Decennial. The 

ACS releases annual sub-national estimates of different characteristics for all places, 

counties, and metropolitan areas with a population of at least 65,000 as well as the 

nation and the states. The sample size is fairly large, usually around three million 

addresses per year. ACS estimates are updated every year. Data is collected from about 

one-twelfth of the sample each moth, and it is a mandatory survey.  

The CPS: The CPS is much more field-specific and the questions are much more 

extensive. The CPS data on e.g. poverty has 50 questions in comparison with the ACS 

questionnaire which only has eight. However it is only around 100,000 households that 

are surveyed each year. The CPS is conducted every month and is voluntary. It is 

conducted through interviews which leave room for both influencing the answer but 

also for clearing up questions that might be difficult to understand. Due to its small 

survey scale, and in order to give the thesis a broad and representative picture, CPS data 

has only been included when very specific exhaustive reports are used. This will 

typically be when other sources have used the CPS as their source. 

1.5 Disposition 
This thesis will be divided into 6 chapters and a Danish summary: 

I. Danish summary 
1. Introduction, research question, limitations, methodology and disposition  
2. Historical background 
3. California- A state profile 
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4. A comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants in California 
5. Conclusion 
6. Sources 

 
Following the sources is a section, Tables and Maps, where all tables and maps referred 
to are listed as they appear chronologically in the thesis.  
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2. Historical Background 

2.1 Mexican immigrants in America 
 
“There are always two sides to every story”, so goes an old telling and this is definitely 

true when looking at the relationship between the two neighboring countries; The U.S. 

and Mexico. A brief look at the history of the Mexican-American labor relationship 

reveals a pattern of mutual economic opportunism, with only rare moments of political 

negotiation.  

The first milestone the two nations share is the war between them and this is a perfect 

example of the different perception there seems to be. Known as the “Mexican-

American War” in the U.S. and the “War of the North American Invasion” in Mexico, 

the names suggest that there are in fact two sides to every story. The war, no-matter its 

name ended in 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo where the U.S. gained 

control of the entire territory from Texas to California, turning almost about half of 

Mexico’s domain American. (Skidmore & Smith, 2005 p 258) In the following decades 

this area became a very attractive area because of the need for labor by farms owned by 

newly settled Americans and by formerly Mexican families.  

2.1.1 The first wave 
The first significant wave of Mexican workers coming to the U.S. began in the early 

years of the twentieth century where cheap Asian labor had been severely limited by the 

Exclusion Acts. Mexican workers were encouraged to move closer to the border areas 

with the promise of employment on the railroad, which expanded from going East-West 

to also going North-South. In reality, this would be the first incident of a whole list of 

arranged contract laboring between the two nations. (Rodriguez-Scott 2002, p 4)  
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As the U.S. entered World War I, the need for Mexican labor increased significantly. 

The Mexican government agreed to export Mexican workers as contract laborers to 

enable American workers to fight overseas. And while other immigrant groups, in 

particular Asian, were excluded as a consequence of the 1917 Immigration Act, an 

exception was made for Mexican workers. (Rodriguez-Scott 2002, p 5) 

After the First World War, an intensifying nativist climate led to restrictive quotas on 

immigration from Europe and to the creation of the U.S. Border Patrol, aimed at cutting 

back the flow of Mexicans. However, the demand for unskilled, low-wage workers had 

not been diminished, which gave great incentive for employers to keep hiring and for 

immigrants to keep migrating, legally or not. Mexican workers were not only attractive 

to the agricultural sector. Others soon found out that they could get cheaper labor from 

Mexico, and advertisement for these workers became normal in newspapers and local 

media during this period. As more jobs became apparent up North, the Mexican workers 

began to move beyond jobs in the agricultural South. Instead of only staying temporary 

in these jobs; their stay became increasingly urban and permanent thus establishing 

roots in the United States (Rodriguez-Scott, 2002 p 5) 

The Great Depression of the late 1920s and 1930s brought a temporary halt to the flow 

of Mexican labor, as it did with most everything else. During the early 1930s, Mexican 

workers were encouraged to go back to Mexico, and were offered free transportation out 

of the country and the opportunity to choose themselves between different (more or 

less) attractive Mexican States. A 1932 repatriation letter to Mexican workers in San 

Diego says: 

Those persons who are repatriated will be able to choose among States 
….with the understanding that the Government of Mexico will provide 
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them with lands for agricultural cultivation… Those persons who take part 
in this movement of repatriation may count on free transportation from 
San Diego to the place where they are going to settle, and they will 
permitted to bring with them their furniture, household utensils, 
agricultural implements, and whatever other objects for personal use they 
might possess. (As cited in Gjerde 1998, p 383) 

 

Furthermore, many residents, legal and illegal, were rounded up and deported en masse 

by federal authorities in cooperation with state and local officials. Mexicans became the 

convenient scapegoats for widespread joblessness and the deterioration of wages. As 

Congressman John Box explained in his opposition speech to Mexican immigration in 

1928:  

Every reason…demands that the illiterate, unclean, peonized masses 
moving this way from Mexico be stopped at the border…. The admission 
of a large and increasing number of Mexican peons to engage in all kinds 
of work is at variance with the American purpose to protect the wages of 
its working people and maintain their standard of living… The yearly 
admission of several scores of thousands from just across the Mexican 
border tends constantly to lower the wages and conditions of men and 
women of America… (As cited in Gjerde 1998, p 285) 

2.1.2 Post WWII 
The demand for Mexican immigrants reemerged during and after the Second World 

War due to two reasons: First, after the U.S.’ involvement in the War, labor shortage 

was obvious and secondly; when economic growth in especially the industrialized 

sector exploded, there was an exodus of White Native American workers from the 

agricultural sector to the industrialized sector which promised better working conditions 

and better wages than the agricultural sector could provide. In an attempt to fill the 

vacancies, the Bracero Program was designed to import temporary Mexican workers to 

ensure the continued production of the U.S. food supply during the war years. 

(Rodriguez-Scott 2002, pp 5-6) 
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Although intended as a wartime arrangement, the Bracero program continued because 

of the fear among farmers that a labor shortage would reoccur in the booming postwar 

economy. Though this program was a mutual agreement between the two countries, and 

both countries benefitted from it, the temporary visas that the Mexican workers obtained 

were in English and with no explanation or translation in Spanish, making it unclear 

what the terms were to the Mexican workers. Many of the workers outstayed their visas; 

not only because they did not fully understand their contracts, but also because of the 

higher living standards in the U.S. which made it attractive to stay. Those who 

outstayed their contracts were no longer contract laborers, but instead illegal 

immigrants.  

2.1.3 Deportations, quotas and an enforced border control 
In 1954, the U.S. government responded to the increased influx of illegal immigrants 

and to the popular tongue of hostility towards these migrant workers with Operation 

Wetback which was a mass deportation program designed to deport as many illegal 

immigrants as possible. The first day 4,800 were sent back to Mexico and since then an 

average of more than a thousand were sent home every day. By the end of the year 

around one million illegal Mexican workers had been deported. (Rodriguez-Scott 2002, 

p 6) 

The Immigration Act of 1965 set up quotas also in the Western Hemisphere, and for 

Mexico this meant that, for the first time, they had to compete for visas with immigrants 

from other areas of Latin America and the Caribbean. Rapid population growth and 

declining economic conditions in Mexico coincided with a reduction in the legal cap on 

Mexican immigration beginning in 1968, causing the numbers of undocumented 
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workers to soar. The public opinion (in the U.S.) towards Mexican workers became less 

and less flattering as the problem of illegal immigration worsened through the 

recession-plagued 1970s. The impression was definitely reinforced when prominent 

news publications began publishing several articles showing their concern for the rising 

numbers of illegal immigration from Mexico. According to Gutiérrez, 1995 (As cited in 

Gjerde 1998, pp 430-439) “Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) 

Commissioner Leonard Chapman described the illegal alien issue in alarming terms 

warning of dire long-term consequences to the national interest” (p 433)  

The passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 set the stage 

for the enormous and entrenched problem of undocumented immigrants that exists 

today. The Act made it the employers’ responsibility to check their employees’ status 

and made it a violation to the law to hire illegal immigrants. While granting amnesty to 

around 2 million Mexicans residing illegally in the U.S., the law began a process of 

border fortification and militarization that according to specialists had the opposite 

effect of what was intended. The idea of building a high wall between the countries 

turned a pattern of temporary migration into one of permanent settlement. According to 

Princeton sociologist Douglas Massey (2006): 

Mexicans are not desperate to settle north of the border. Most migrants are 
not fleeing poverty so much as seeking social mobility… Left to 
themselves, the vast majority of migrants will return once they have met 
their economic goals. From 1965 to 1985, 85% of undocumented entries 
from Mexico were offset by departures and the net increase in the 
undocumented population was small. The build-up of enforcement 
resources at the border has not decreased the entry of migrants so much as 
discouraged their return home. Since the late 1980s the rate of 
undocumented out-migration has been halved. Undocumented population 
growth in the United States stems not from rising in-migration, but from 
falling out-migration. (Massay 2006) 
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Ironically, while the ratification of the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) in 1994 symbolized a new level of economic integration between Mexico and 

the United States, the question of labor migration remained off the table. “Even as 

binational trade with Mexico grew by a factor of eight from 1986 to the present,” 

Massey points out in 2005 (p 43) in a hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee, 

“The Border Patrol’s enforcement budget has increased by a factor of 10 and the 

number of officers tripled. The U.S. Border Patrol is now the largest arms-bearing 

branch of the U.S. government save the military itself, with an annual budget of $1.4 

billion.” 

The same year that NAFTA was effected, the 187 proposition was also voted for. The 

proposition also called Save Our State (SOS), proposed to establish a state-run 

citizenship screening system and prohibits illegal immigrants from using health care, 

public education, and other social services in the U.S. State of California.  

The initiative mandated the expulsion from school of close to 500,000 
students, required denial of prenatal care to pregnant women, deprived 
deaf children of sign language instruction, and demanded that doctors 
refused to provide their patients with immunization shots and refuse tests 
and treatment for victims of AIDS, tuberculosis, alcoholism and all other 
diseases. Phrased in especially punitive language and fueled by demagogic 
and hate-filled public relations campaign blaming “illegal” immigrants 
from Mexico for the many problems confronting California’s economy. 
(Lipsitz, 2006 p 48) 

 

While this initiative was later challenged and declared unconstitutional it created a 

mood and perception around immigrants from Mexico. Difficult to distinguish between 

legal and illegal immigrants, many Latinos continued to be questioned about their status 

and motive in the U.S.  
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In 2000, a year in which both countries elected new presidents, Mexico finally took the 

initiative to launch discussions about immigration. President George W. Bush seemed 

open to a policy along the lines of the 1940s Bracero agreement. Unfortunately for 

Mexico, a more urgent issue; 9-11 emerged, and soon the immigration discussion was 

neither as interesting nor important anymore. Racial exclusion of noncitizens under the 

immigration laws reveals to domestic minorities how they are viewed by society.  

2.2 Chinese immigrants in America 
 
Since the first Chinese immigrants set foot in America some 200 years ago, much has 

changed. From the first wave of immigration during the gold rush in the 19th century till 

the second wave after World War II and up until the third wave in the 1980s and 1990s 

different groups of people have left China for different reasons. Whereas all of these 

groups have left their distinctive mark on the American society, each wave has shared 

some of the same characteristics. Reverence for education, hard work, thriftiness, 

entrepreneurship and family loyalty are some of these characteristics which today are all 

in a stereotypical sense associated with being Chinese.  

2.2.1 Mining, railroad and Chinese businesses 
When the first Chinese people decided to leave their home country and travel thousands 

of miles to a new and unknown country, economy was the main reason. In 1847, the 

Chinese province Guangdong experienced an economic credit crisis leaving 100,000 

laborers unemployed, while at the same time the first Chinese travelers came back to 

China telling stories about a land called “Gum Chan” or “Gold Mountain”. This very 

land was California. The economic crisis in their home country and the possible 

opportunity to achieve economic prosperity in another country led many young men to 
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travel to America. The purpose of the trip was solely to earn money and bring it home. 

(Chang 2003, pp 17-19)  

As the Chinese workers began working in the goldmines, it soon became obvious that 

they were persistent and hardworking laborers. During the 1850s 85 percent of the 

Chinese laborers were engaged in mining.  

In 1848 the first Chinatown began to take shape. As more and more Chinese people 

came to the U.S., and more and more moved in to houses next to each other, the area 

inhabited by Chinese immigrants grew larger and larger. People returning from the 

mining jobs longed for a home-cooked meal. This demand gave room for the supply-

side and soon restaurants and catering businesses sprung up everywhere. Soon other 

nationalities started enjoying the Chinese food as well, and the restaurant business 

flourished. (Chang 2003, pp 47-48)  

Another apparent demand was the demand for domestic services such as laundry. While 

laundry had always been the woman’s job, the situation in the West was that many 

women were left behind while their husbands went out in the search for gold. The 

Chinese immigrants grabbed this opportunity and started providing laundry services 

enabling the men to have both clean clothes while not embarrassing themselves by 

having to do their own laundry. (Chang 2003, pp 46-49)  

Whether it was their work ethics, their numbers, or just the fact that they were 

foreigners that caused the first xenophobic tendencies towards Chinese immigrants is 

not clear, but first in 1852, Governor John Bigler called for an exclusionary law to bar 

all future immigration from China and in 1853, legislation banned Chinese from 
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testifying against Whites in court. (Chang 2003, pp 43, 94) This particular decision 

would lay ground for more than a century of Chinese persecution. 

In 1865, there were approximately 50,000 Chinese in California, 90 percent of these 

were young men capable of working. At the same time, the transcontinental railroad 

was being built. In the beginning the work was performed by White Native Americans. 

However, as these workers went on strike in 1865 demanding higher wages, Chinese 

workers filled the vacancies little by little until thousands of Chinese made up the 

majority of the workers.  

The large number of Chinese made White workers uncomfortable. As Lee 
Chew, a railroad laborer later recalled in a spasm of national pride, the 
Chinese were “persecuted not for their vices but for their virtues” (As 
cited in Chang 2003, p 57) 

 

2.2.2 Anti-Chinese feelings and exclusion 
Not only were the Chinese being noticed in society as good workers in direct 

competition to their White counterparts, an economic crisis was also sneaking up behind 

due to several factors: The completion of the railroad left thousand of workers 

unemployed, and the end of the American Civil War meant the end of the shortage of 

manpower. To cut costs, many businessmen preferred to hire Chinese workers instead 

of White Native Americans, which increased racial tensions towards the Chinese. As a 

consequence of this, several discrimatory measures such as the “sidewalk ordinance”3 

was put into effect. (Chang 2003, p 126) In 1879 the Californian Constitution was 

ratified, and the ratification now made it a misdemeanor to hire a Chinese worker. In an 

                                                
3 The Sidewalk Ordinance of 1870 banned the Chinese method of carrying vegetables and carrying 
laundry on a pole. This of course was a measure to harm Chinese business, where these different methods 
used. 
(http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immigration/ch
inese5.html) 
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1878 pamphlet, a labor union warned against the damaging effects of Chinese 

businesses: 

Men from China come here to do laundry work. The China Empire 
contains 600,000,000 inhabitants. The supply of these men is 
inexhaustible. Every one doing this work takes bread from the mouths of 
our women. (As cited on Library of Congress) 

 

Disillusions and fear had been planted to lay ground for the Chinese Exclusion Act of 

1882.  At first a 20 year ban was suggested, but this suggestion was vetoed by President 

Chester Arthur who believed it could be hurtful for American trade with China. 

However, after a while a compromise bill was introduced. This suggested a ten year ban 

and was signed. (Chang 2003, pp 129-132) Though the Act of course had the intended 

effect, merely to let fewer Chinese enter the country, it did not stop the anti-Chinese 

feelings. In 1884 an amendment to the 1882 Exclusion Act permitted only Chinese 

laborers who had arrived before 1880 to travel freely between the two countries. A 

contract was made to secure their return. However, this contract was already breached 

in 1888 and 20,000 Chinese who were out of the country at the time were unable to 

return.  

1892 was the year when the Exclusion Act expired, but instead of seeing an end to it, it 

was replaced with the Geary Act which only prolonged the ban with another ten years 

and demanded that all Chinese residents should register within one year to obtain 

certificates of lawful residence. When the Geary Act expired, yet another exclusion act 

was passed. This time the exclusion period was made indefinite. (Chang, 2003 pp 130-

141) 
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In 1924, Congress established the much reviled national origins quota system, a 

formulaic device designed to ensure stability in the ethnic composition of the U.S. 

Specifically, the system served to prefer White immigrants. It initially permitted annual 

immigration of up to two percent of the number of foreign-born persons of a particular 

nationality in the U.S. as set forth in the 1890 census. Congress enacted the quota 

system in the wake of passing the literacy test in 1917; this test excluded "[a]ll aliens 

over sixteen years of age, physically capable of reading, who can not read the English 

language, or some other language or dialect, including Hebrew or Yiddish." (National 

Origins Act 1924) In operation, the test, as intended, restricted the immigration of non-

English speakers, including Italians, Russians, Poles, Hungarians, Greeks, and Asians.  

2.2.3 The second and third wave 
Due to the exclusion acts, the number of U.S.-born Chinese surpassed that of foreign-

born. This created a perfect opportunity of integration, because they blended much 

better in than their parents had done. But instead, the Second World War with the 

Japanese invasion of China cut off the Chinese population from the Americans. After 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the Chinese population lobbied heavily for a repeal 

of the exclusion laws, and finally in 1944 California repealed its 65 years old law which 

forbade the hiring of Chinese laborers. The passing of the War Bride Act in 1945 meant 

that Chinese men could marry in China and bring their wives to the U.S. In 1949, 6000 

soldiers went to China and returned with their wives as newly-weds. As a result of this, 

the birthrate increased significantly and the Chinese population went up from 77,000 in 

1940 to 117,000 in the end of the 1940s. (Chang, 2003 pp 233-234)  
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The 1965 Immigration Act had an enormous effect on the Chinese-American 

community in terms of numbers. In 1960 approximately 1/10th of the population was 

Chinese, but after 1965 this figure would double each decade. (Chang 2003, p 265) 

The economic crisis of the 1980s, the loss of jobs and the influx of cheaper products 

from various Asian countries opened up for another wave of antipathy towards not only 

Chinese-Americans, but Asian-Americans in general. Still, people were leaving China 

and settling down in the U.S. This third wave of immigrants came mostly from Hong 

Kong and Taiwan, and they were better off than the previous groups. Businessmen 

moved their families into exclusive White neighborhoods, whereas others created their 

own communities, like Monterey Park in California where Chinese constituted more 

than 1/3rd of the population in the end of 1990s. White Native Americans were 

complaining that they were being “taken over”, and practically forced to leave (Chang 

2003, pp 320-324) 

As a result of the massacre on Tiananmen Square4 in 1989 an executive order was 

issued allowing all Chinese nationals to remain in the United States. Students already 

residing in the U.S. saw no future in going back to China. In 1992 the Chinese Student 

Protection Act gave permission to 50,000 students and scholars to stay in the country. 

While most of those who could afford to go to the United States, and all of those who 

could afford to live somewhere else than Chinatown provided their children with a good 

education, the other half saw themselves escaping China with the help of snakeheads 

and entering the U.S. illegally. This split the Chinese-American population into two 

                                                
4 A political demonstration was abruptly stopped by the Chinese army who shot and killed several 
hundred protesters. The protesters, primarily students had been demonstrating for several weeks for a 
democratic system, but the massacre manifested that democracy was not about to happen any time soon, 
and many political protesters started fleeing China, in fear of being imprisoned. 
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/june/4/newsid_2496000/2496277.stm)  
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groups: Those who were highly educated and those who had no education or language 

skills. (Chang 2003, p349)  

While it is evident that the U.S. would not have looked the way it does today had it not 

been for the Chinese willingness to provide labor and work more for less, the Chinese 

have never been fully accepted in the United States. They are still treated as foreigners. 

As Ted Lieu, a U.S. Air Force captain wrote for the Washington Post: 

“Are you in the Chinese Air Force?” the elegantly dressed lady sitting next 
to me asked. For a moment I was left speechless… Her question jarred me 
and made me realize that even Air Force blue was not enough to make her 
reverse her initial presumption that people with yellow skin and Asian 
features are somehow not Americans…As an officer in the United States 
Air Force, one day I might be called to give my life to my country. It 
would be a shame if some people still question what I mean when I say 
“my country”. (As cited in Chang, 2003 p 391) 

 

2.3.1 Sub-conclusion historical background 
Historically, Chinese and Mexican immigrants have experienced many of the same 

things. Being immigrants, they have been subjects to many of the same laws and 

restrictions, but yet they do not seem to end up the same places in the American society. 

Both groups historically have been migrating from their home country to the U.S. for 

better job opportunities. Migrant workers or so-journers, the objective was the same – 

namely to make money to bring back home and create better opportunities for one self 

and one’s family. Mexicans have even experienced a long period where they were 

welcomed by the U.S. and where several work-programs, e.g. the Bracero, were 

designed to allow Mexicans to come and work, while at the same time ensuring that you 

could get rid of them when there was no demand for labor. While this was a more or 

less hidden way of discriminating against one group of people, the Chinese immigrants 

experienced a much more evident discrimination. While the Chinese immigrants have 
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been said to have kept to themselves, they soon were rejected by society and faced 

many years of exclusion and discrimination in the U.S.  

The Mexican mass-migration started as a consequence of this exclusion of the Chinese 

immigrants and different world-events, such as World War I which left a shortage of 

labor while American males fought the war abroad. While legislation tried to close the 

influx, the labor market dictated a continuous influx of low-wage laborers to satisfy the 

increasing demand. This chapter has clarified that historically the two groups are very 

much alike. Their motivation for migrating has initially been the same, and the way they 

have been treated and perceived have on several occasions also been the same. 

However, this also indicates that the premises for migration have been altered and in 

particular for the Chinese immigrants, who have been forced to use other means than 

e.g. family reunification as a means to migrating to the U.S.   
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3. California 

California has one of the most ethnically diverse populations in the world. The current 

generation of school children is the first in which minorities such as Hispanics, Asians, 

African Americans, and mixed-raced children together outnumber Whites, and 

California is therefore obvious to use as a geographical narrower in terms of the 

comparative analysis between Mexican and Chinese immigrants, thus California has a 

large (and larger than the rest of the U.S.) proportion of both groups. This next chapter 

seeks to provide a profile of California in terms of demographics, education, social and 

economic characteristics. This will serve as an overall frame for the comparative 

analysis of the two groups, and this section should therefore be bore in mind thus the 

distinctive characteristics of California might have an influence of the overall outcome 

of the focus groups.  

3.1 Demography 
California, the most populous state in the U.S. consists of many different people, with 

many different ethnicities. Some 37,000,000 people inhabit the state and of them more 

than 50 percent are not considered “White Americans”, thus making California one of 

the four minority states in the U.S. Most of California’s population growth in the past 

few decades has occurred among Hispanics and Asians. As recently as 1970, almost 80 

percent of the state’s residents were Whites. By 1998, only 52 percent of the state’s 

residents were Whites; Hispanics constituted 30 percent of the state’s population, 

Asians 11 percent, and African Americans 7 percent. According to the U.S. Census 

Bureau of 2010 (see table 3.1), 38 percent of the Californian population is Hispanic and 
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13 percent is Asian, compared to the national percent of 16.3 percent for Hispanics and 

4.8 percent for Asians. (U.S. Census Bureau 2010) This provides a pretty good picture 

of how demographically diversified California is. Geographically, California is well 

situated for new immigrants considering the U.S. as their new home. Sharing the border 

with Mexico makes it appealing to Hispanic laborers, and the ports in the Pacific have 

historically been where Asian immigrants first set foot in the U.S.  

In 2009 California counted 36,961,664 people which is an increase of 20 percent since 

1990. This is a little more than the general increase of 19 percent of which the U.S. 

experienced during this period of time. Though it does not seem as much of a difference 

it is still an indication that there is a heavy influx of people in California. In July 2009, 

the three most populous counties in California were: Los Angeles (9,848,011), San 

Diego (3,053,793) and Orange County (3,026,786). Furthermore, all of these three 

counties give a pretty good picture of California being well diversified with a numerous 

immigrant population in most of the largest counties, especially those close to the 

border. (Map 1)  The three most populous counties are also the three counties closest to 

the Mexican/American border. Los Angeles has the largest minority population with 

47.3 percent Hispanics and 13.0 percent Asian, and “just” 28.9 percent Whites. San 

Diego counts 30.1 percent Hispanics, 10.2 percent Asian and 51.2 percent Whites, and 

Orange County counts 33.2 percent Hispanic, 16.1 percent Asian and a White 

population of 46.7 percent.  (Table 3.2) To compare, one could choose one of the 

Northern counties, e.g. Del Norte which then has a composition of “just” 16.1 percent 

Hispanic and 2.9 percent Asian. Californian Asians are more likely to come from the 

Philippines and China and less likely to come from India. Of these immigrants, whether 
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it being Hispanic or Asian, around 27 percent are foreign born, compared to a state level 

of around 12 percent. This indicates that California is a great recipient of new 

immigrants. There are different reasons for this. Of course, as mentioned earlier, the 

geographical location makes California attractive both to Latin Americans and to people 

moving across the Pacific. Another reason is the already established immigrant network. 

Because of its many immigrants, California seems, to newcomers, more familiar to 

home than other states do. This is also true for other states such as New York, Texas 

and Florida who historically have also been recipients of immigrants. Job opportunities 

are often better to immigrants in places where there is already an established immigrant 

community. E.g. Chinatowns have by many sociologists been accredited for helping the 

integration process by providing newcomers with a job instantly. Professor of Sociology 

and Asian American Studies, Min Zhou describes it as follows: 

“Chinatown has survived for more than a century and a half and has 
grown into a full-fledged immigrant community based on a solid 
organizational structure and a thriving enclave economy…Here 
Chinatown does not simply refer to a residential enclave; rather, it 
indicates economic opportunities-jobs-created by the Chinese themselves. 
Jobs generated by coethnics are generally accessible to Chinese 
immigrants. ” (Zhou 2009 p 55 & 66)  

 

3.2 Education 
Language proficiency, education and further job possibilities are all tied together. 

Recent figures (2009) from the U.S. Census state that of the foreign born immigrants in 

California, 42.2 percent speak another language than English at home. Almost one third 

of these are Spanish speakers and of these, 14 percent consider their own English 

abilities to being less than “very well”. On national level, the figure for foreign language 
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at home is 19.6 percent, a difference of 22.6 percentage points. This is reflected in 

educational levels and further on in job possibilities, income levels etc.  

According to 2005-2009 Census figures, 80.5 percent of the Californian population has 

finished high school. This figure is almost five percentage points lower than the national 

average. However, if you look at further education, such as bachelor degrees, California 

is actually 2 percentage points higher than the national level of 27.5 percent. Overall, 

California has a higher percentage of residents who are enrolled in college or have 

completed college or graduate school than the rest of the nation.  In fact, in every 

category of higher education, a greater percentage of Californians have completed some 

college, have an Associate, Bachelors, graduate or professional degree.  Conversely, at 

lower levels of educational attainment, Californians over age twenty-five are less likely 

to have completed ninth grade or to have graduated from high school. This tells us that 

there are more people in California with little or no education but also more people with 

a higher education. (Table 3.3) If we dig further into this, a PPIC report on educational 

changes over generations shows that Mexicans have far less education than e.g. Whites 

or Asians. Due to its demographics with a diversified population, jobs in both ends of 

the economical spectra, and large immigrant societies with social opportunities as well 

as job opportunities, California attracts both low and high educated people, and while 

Mexican immigrants increase numbers in the low or no educational section, Asians 

increases figures in the high educational section. While e.g. only 11 percent of Mexican 

males have a bachelor degree, the figure for Asian males is 65 percent. (PPIC 2005 p 

10)This could be tied together with dropout rates which are significantly higher for 

Hispanics than for Whites or Asians. Table 3.4 shows that in the school year of 2008-
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2009, California experienced a Hispanic high school dropout rate of 22.4 percent 

compared to an Asian dropout rate of 6.8 percent. (PEW 2011) For counties with a high 

Mexican population such as Los Angeles, the figure rose to 26.4 percent. (Californian 

Department of Education, 2010) On the other hand, California is experiencing positive 

levels as the number of immigrants in California with a college degree increased by 

42.8 percent between 2000 and 2009. Between 2000 and 2009, the number of foreign-

born persons in California older than 25 who had a bachelor's or higher degree 

increased from 1,503,172 to 2,146,638, representing an increase of 42.8 percent. In 

comparison, the foreign-born, college-educated population grew from 851,258 to 

1,503,172 between 1990 and 2000, an increase of 76.6 percent. (MPI, California) 

3.3 Social characteristics 
According to U.S. Census data of 2009, the average household size in California is 

larger than in the rest of the U.S. That goes for the average family size as well, where 

California has an average of 3.51 members of a family, national levels are 3.19. Fertility 

rates in California are still significantly higher than other places; in fact they are higher 

in California than in any developed country in the world. (PPIC 2007) 9 out of the top 

10 cities with the highest average household size are Californian (Top 25 is made up of 

20 Californian cities and 5 from other states) with up to 4.7 people in a household. (U.S. 

Census 2000) This is partly due to the composition of the state’s population, which 

includes large numbers of foreign-born women, who tend to have more children than 

U.S.-born women. The Hispanic population has the highest fertility rate, and though the 

figure has declined, foreign-born Latinas in California average 3.7 children pr woman, 

compared to a 2.1 average for all Californian women, and a 1.4 children pr Asian 
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woman. (PPIC, 2007) Furthermore, it is very common that it is the grandparents who 

take care of the children. Childcare is an expense that can be saved as long as 

grandparents are willing to look after the children. In California almost 1,000,000 

grandparents live with their grandchildren. (ACS 2005-2009) A reason for this is e.g. 

economy and jobs. Most immigrant families are very dependent on two wages and can 

therefore not afford to stay home and look after the children.  

3.4 Economic characteristics 
Of all the people in California aged 16 and over, 64.7 percent are a part of the labor 

force, a figure very close to the national level of 65 percent. But when looking at 

income levels and jobs, one must bear in mind that the above figures of household sizes 

will have an influence on figures such as e.g. median income, because the number of 

people sharing a household income has not been accounted for. Table 3.5 shows that 

California has a high median household income of $58,925 compared to a national 

median of $50,221, but if you compare it to how many live in an average household in 

California and in the rest of the U.S., the figures become much more even; and we end 

up with figures of $20,249 and $19,316. And if you look at the size of the families, the 

average family size in California is 3.51 compared to a national level of 3.19. (ACS 

2005-2009) With 2009 figures of $68,909 in Californian families and $62,363 for U.S. 

families, it almost evens out to $19,632 and $19,549. The newest figures from the U.S- 

Census of 2009 show that 14.2 percent of the Californian population lives below the 

poverty line5. This is pretty consistent with the national level, but further research shows 

                                                
5 The Census Bureau uses the federal government's official poverty definition, which is: If the total income of a person's family is 
less than the threshold appropriate for that family, then the person is considered poor, together with every member of his or her 

family. If a person is not living with anyone related by birth, marriage, or adoption, then the person's own income is compared with 
his or her poverty threshold. The specific thresholds used for tabulation of income for particular years are shown at 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/threshld/.  
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that the demography of California, due to their largely Hispanic population, has a great 

income gap with many people living in poverty and many people earning way more 

than the average. According to The National Poverty Center (NPC) figures from 2009 

reveal that poverty rates for blacks and Hispanics greatly exceed the national average of 

12.7% Americans living in poverty (NPC 2009). In 2009, 25.3 percent of Hispanics 

were poor, compared to 9.4 percent of non-Hispanic Whites and 12.5 percent of Asians. 

(Table 3.6)  

Work participation among the poor in California has increased over the past three 

decades and remains substantially higher than in the rest of the nation. In 31.8% of poor 

families, at least one household member is working full-time. (PPIC, March 2009) 

Furthermore, it is evident that, yet again, places with largely Hispanic population 

increases poverty levels. Counties in the San Francisco Bay Area (Contra Costa, Marin, 

Napa, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Sonoma) have relatively low poverty rates—less than 

10%, whereas counties in the Southern San Joaquin Valley (Fresno, Kern, and Tulare) 

have very high rates. California’s largest county, Los Angeles, is above 15%. (Map 1 & 

table 3.7)  

There are also differences between native-born and foreign-born residents. In 2009, 19.0 

percent of foreign-born residents lived in poverty, compared to 13.7 percent of residents 

born in the U.S. (NPC 2009) Poverty among children is of particular concern, as it is 

associated with lower educational attainment, teenage pregnancy, poor health, crime, 

cognitive disadvantage, and poor economic performance as adults. Poverty rates are 

higher for children than for all persons, and the patterns are similar to overall poverty: 
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Hispanic and African American children have substantially higher poverty rates than 

Asians and Whites. Furthermore, NPC figures reveal that Hispanics have some of the 

poorest socioeconomic outcomes in California, and by many measures their condition 

has worsened in the last 30 years. Hispanics have the lowest educational outcomes, 

some of the highest levels of victimization, and some of the lowest economic outcomes 

in California. For some of these measures, conditions are worsening. However, most of 

this deterioration is due to an increasing share of Hispanic immigrants, who typically 

have low levels of education, and thereby are more likely to have low earnings. In 

general, Asians fare as well as or better than Whites. However, there is a great deal of 

variation among Asian groups. Southeast Asians fare worse than Chinese Asians, who 

in general manage to do better than other minority groups. (NPC 2009 & ACS 2005-

2009) 

For most families, economic well-being is determined by jobs, which again are closely 

related to the other socioeconomic outcomes. People with low educational status are 

also more likely to have relatively low earnings, and groups with low earnings are more 

likely to have high rates of family poverty.  As mentioned earlier, poverty among 

Hispanics is more likely, because they have less education, they have more mouths to 

feed in a family and they have less opportunistic jobs. The PPIC report from 2005 

suggests that Hispanics are even less likely to improve significantly in terms of e.g. 

educational levels over generations compared to other groups. All of these things added 

together contribute to a general trend of Hispanics making less money than other groups 

in California. (PPIC 2005) Historical income figures from the U.S Census, suggest that 
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native Whites on average wage almost the double of Hispanics, this has not changed 

from 1995-2009. (Table 3.8)  

On a national level 65 percent of the workforce (age 16 and over) is employed. In 

California, the figure is 64.7 percent. If you look at wages, California’s mean and 

median are higher than national levels. And while California has less people in the 

lower ends, and more in the higher, they have less people than the national levels in the 

“middle” where one would expect most people to be. (Table 3.9) In terms of occupation 

and industry, California reflects national choices pretty accurate as well. However, 

when digging a bit deeper and looking at income levels and occupations, it is obvious 

that certain industries are assigned to certain people. According to a 2005 Institute of 

Industrial Relations (IIR) report from the University of California, the real value of the 

California minimum wage peaked in 1968 at $9.68 (in 2005 dollars). Since the 

California minimum wage is not indexed to inflation, the real value diminishes over 

time. This means that the current minimum wage of $6.75(2005 figures, in 2009 the 

minimum wage was $7.25) is more than 30 percent lower than it was in 1968. (IIR p3) 

Furthermore, the report states that in 2004 more than 13 percent of the Californian 

private sector workers earned less than the minimum wage. Of the low-wage workers, 

around 60 percent are Latinos, while they make up 34 percent of the Californian 

workforce. In terms of sex, the low-wage sector is also disproportionate, with most 

women working these jobs. Around 64 percent of low-wage earners report that they on 

average work more than 40 hours a week to make ends meet. (IIR p 4)  A typical job for 

a Latino woman working more than 40 hours in California is in the service sector, e.g. 
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working in a restaurant. While California restaurants employ only six percent of the 

total workforce, they employ one out of every four low-wage workers in the state.  

In terms of self-employment, California is also one of the leading states. In comparison 

to national levels, California fare 2.2 percentage points higher (6.6 percent v. 8.8 

percent). (ACS 2005-2009) In 2007, almost as many low-skilled workers were self-

employed as workers with a bachelor’s degree or higher. (Figures were: 839,000 low-

skilled v 851,000 high-skilled) Furthermore, the number of self-employed workers in 

California has steadily increased over the last three decades, from 1.17 million in 1980 

to 2.37 million in 2007. This represents an annual average growth rate of 2.7 percent, 

significantly greater than the 1.5 percent annual growth in wage or salary employment. 

But low-skilled workers, those whose educational attainment is a high-school diploma 

or less, have not fared well in the labor market in recent years and their opportunities 

continue to diminish. In 1975, the annual income of college graduates was slightly more 

than four times the annual earnings of workers without a high-school diploma. By 2006, 

the college advantage had grown to 6.6 times the annual earnings. (PPIC, 2010) The 

authors of this report found that immigrants in general have lower earnings than natives, 

but that the self-employment disadvantage is smaller among immigrants. This means 

that self-employment is relatively more rewarding for immigrants than for natives, 

which made the authors conclude the following:  

Economic returns to self-employment are lower for women than men and 
they are higher for immigrants than natives. The latter point is important 
because at least in California, all the growth in low-skilled self-
employment is among immigrants; further, low-skilled immigrants have 
higher self-employment rates than low-skilled natives. The relative 
earnings attractiveness of self-employment is one plausible reason [for 
being self-employed] (PPIC 2010, p18) 
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3.5 Sub-conclusion 
All in all, California is a diversified state made up of many different people who make 

different choices in life. California represents a large proportion of immigrants from 

Latin American countries, in particular Mexico, and from Asia, in particular China. 

When looking into California and different aspects, such as education, economy etc. one 

realizes that the diversified demography is greatly reflected in all other aspects as well. 

While some immigrant groups, in particular Hispanics, draw down educational levels, 

others pull it up. In terms of wages, jobs, and income, there is also a great difference 

among different groups. While Hispanics are in the lower end together with African 

Americans and South East Asians, Whites fare much better together with other Asians. 

It is evident, that while California draw on some of the same trends as other states, its 

unique composition of people has also made it a unique state.  

The next section will seek to draw a specific picture of the two groups in question; 

namely Mexican immigrants and Chinese immigrants in California.  
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4. A comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants 
in California 

 

4.1 Demography 

4.1.1 People 
While the two groups have chosen California as their favourite state of destination, the 

first apparent difference between them surfaces when looking at who and at what time 

in their lives they come to the U.S. The fact is that there is a majority of young Mexican 

males in California and a majority of older Chinese women. This is especially evident 

among the foreign born and an age/gender pyramid identifies the differences among the 

two groups. (Table 4.1) The age/gender pyramid is especially relevant in this thesis 

because it shows that while the two groups historically are alike, fundamentally they are 

very different. While the most obvious reason for a different outcome in mobility-levels 

could be measured in economic opportunity (as a direct consequence of high 

educational attainment),  it is interesting to look at what leads up to this opportunity, 

because it might reveal why some people are capable of doing so and why some people 

are not. While the Mexican born population is dominant in the male group 25-29 years 

the Chinese is dominant in the female group of age 35-39 years. The male-to-female 

ratio for Mexicans was 124.1 in 2000, but had in 2008 increased to 126.2. The high 

gender ratio is driven by the very large number of young adult Mexican males. The 

large cohorts of males between the ages of 20 and 29 reflect the large numbers of recent 

immigrants. 

For Chinese the ratio was 88.1 in 2000, and had decreased to 83.9 in 2008. The reason 

for this particular difference is a combination of several things. While Mexican 
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migration history shows that Mexicans have always primarily moved permanently or 

temporarily to the U.S. for work, Chinese migration history has changed over time, as 

described in section 2.2. According to Zhou (2009, table 2.1, p 46), the gender ratio for 

Chinese immigrants has gone down from 2,679 in 1890 to 110 in 1970, and further 

decreased to today’s figure of 83,9. The figures themselves show a similar history, 

namely that when the Chinese first came to the U.S. to build the railroad it was the 

males who came, and the purpose was to make enough money to live a better life in 

China. In the 1970s, China struggled with political and economical unrest, and the 

newly enacted Immigration Act of 1965 made it possible to settle permanently in the 

U.S. with one’s family. Since then, females have continuously outnumbered males 

which can be seen as a general trend for population groups who have a long history of 

migration to a certain country. In foreign-born populations where the average number of 

years since time of arrival is high there are most often more females than males. 

According to the MPI 

There are two reasons why "older" immigrant populations often have low 
sex ratios. First, while migration streams tend to be dominated initially by 
one sex (usually male), family reunification migration, which is 
increasingly likely to occur as immigrant communities become more 
established through time, tends to be dominated by women and children. 
This has an equalizing affect on the number of males and females and 
pushes the sex ratio closer to 100. Second, on average, women live longer 
than men. As the average age of the immigrant population increases, and a 
higher proportion of the foreign born are in the older age groups, the 
number of females relative to males increases, lowering the sex ratio. 
(MPI, 2003) 

   

One might ask the question, why Mexicans then do not have the same low sex-ratio as 

other groups who have been in the country for a long time, and the reason for this is that 

despite the fact that Mexicans have migrated to the U.S. for centuries, it is not until 
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recent times that Mexicans have migrated with the purpose of permanent settlement. 

The 1986 IRCA legalization stabilized family members residing in the U.S. while the 

new economy of the 1990s created a boom in job opportunities for primarily young, 

male Mexican workers. This tendency has not played itself out in an ongoing 

feminization of the flow over the balance of the 1990s. Rather, according to a 2007 

report from the Institute for the Study of International Migration (ISIM), a tendency 

appears to have evolved, consistent with increasing rates of migrant returns in the latter 

1990s, for relatively lower female migration but higher rates of stay. Because of this 

change in the migration the Mexican foreign-population is pretty “new”, and the 

foreign-population has a steady influx to the U.S. Over time, assuming that this new 

pattern of settlement continues, the gender ratio should even out. It will, however, 

probably be at a lower pace than other groups because of the still relatively low female 

migration.  

Census data reveals that a little more than half of the Mexican immigrants are males and 

that the median age is just 25 years, compared to state levels of 34.2 and an age median 

for Chinese of 40.2 years. Table 4.2 shows that almost 85 % of the Mexican population 

in California is either school-aged or working-aged (5-65 years), and, compared to state 

levels, the Mexican population is much younger and the age group 0-18 years makes up 

more than one third. State levels on the other hand has a fairly older population with just 

16 percent between 0-18 years of age, and a much older population with almost 7 

percentage points more above 65 years. On the other hand, the same table shows that 

around 83 percent Chinese are either school age or working age, and that compared to 

state levels, the Chinese population is much older and is made up of just 9 percent in the 
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age 0-18 years. This particular comparison is very interesting because there is an 

obvious connection between age, education, and jobs. The natural development in the 

job market is that the older and the more experienced you get, the more money you are 

capable of making. These figures then indicate that Chinese immigrants on average 

should be in a better economic position than Mexican immigrants. Section 4.3.1 will 

show if this is the case.   

The large cohorts of Mexicans between the ages of 20 and 29 reflect the large numbers 

of recent immigrants, which is evident in the amount of foreign-born Mexicans. Close 

to 42 percent are foreign born, which, like the age/gender ratio is an indication that even 

though Mexican immigration to the U.S. is nothing new,  even today  there is a great 

influx of Mexican immigrants to the U.S. This particular age structure and the fact that 

almost half are foreign born implies that there is a “new” second generation, namely 

those who are children of the foreign born Mexican immigrants. This also means that 

we have not yet seen the full effect of this group, since most of them have not entered 

the job market yet. The institutional impact is mainly felt by public schools, especially 

those in the major immigrant-receiving cities where growing immigrant numbers have 

produced a large population of school children of immigrant origins. (MPI 2006)  

4.1.2 Geographical settlement 
Next to San Diego, close to the border is the county of Imperial. According to ACS data 

from 2005-2009 more than ¾ of the population of Imperial County is Mexican. 2010 

figures reveal that the county is now made up of more than 80 percent Mexicans, 

making Imperial County the county with the largest Mexican population. A PPIC report 

from 2001 shows the development in the Hispanic population during an almost 30 year 



Louisa Dahlin Friberg 
A comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants in California 

 

Page 39 

period. Table 4.3 shows that most counties have experienced an increase in the Hispanic 

population, but that certain counties, such as Imperial, Kern, San Bernadino Los 

Angeles and most of the counties around the Bay area have experienced a significant 

increase with a Hispanic population in 1970 of around 5-10 percent to a Hispanic 

population some 30 years later of more than 50 percent. (PPIC 2001) While the report 

treats all Hispanic groups, it is fair to assume that this is a good mirror of where the 

Mexican immigrants are settled in California, thus Mexican immigrants make up more 

than 80 percent of all Hispanic immigrants in California. (Own calculations after 2009 

figures, U.S. Census) 

The settlement pattern for the Chinese immigrants is somewhat similar to that of the 

Mexican in the sense that the Chinese immigrants have also settled where it was 

geographically more convenient. This means that the majority of Chinese immigrants in 

California are settled in and around the Bay area. U.S. Census data from 2000 suggests 

that of the six counties with the largest concentration of Chinese immigrants, San 

Francisco County (30.8%), Santa Clara County (25.6%), Alameda County (20.4%), San 

Mateo County (20%), Orange County (13.6%) and Solano County (12.7%), only one is 

located outside the Bay area, namely Orange County. (Map 1) The Chinatown in Los 

Angeles contributes to the fact that Orange County has so many Chinese inhabitants. 

The two lie close to each other, and it is the obvious choice of suburban middle-class 

life when one can afford to move out of Chinatown, but might still want to keep a close 

relationship to the network Chinatown offers. This particular trend of moving out of 

Chinatowns and buying one’s own property in a middleclass area is very common 

among Chinese, because buying property is one of the social status symbols Chinese 
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immigrants try to achieve. However, as mentioned earlier, the ties to Chinatown with 

network, jobs, afterschool programs etc limit the distance as to how far away one wish 

to live, and the ethnic enclaves are therefore usually situated near the old Chinatowns.  

(Zhou 2009, pp 65-69) 

The settlement pattern of Chinese Americans at the dawn of the 21st century is 

characterized by concentration as well as dispersion. Geographical concentration, to 

some extent, follows a historical pattern: Chinese Americans continue to concentrate in 

the West and in urban areas. As of 2000 California by itself accounted for 40 percent of 

all Chinese Americans. Traditional urban enclaves, such as Chinatowns in San 

Francisco and Los Angeles continue to exist and receive new immigrants, but they no 

longer serve as primary centers of initial settlement for many new immigrants, 

especially members of the educated and professional middle-class who are bypassing 

inner cities to settle into suburbs immediately after arrival.  Currently, less than ten 

percent of the Chinese in San Francisco, and less than three percent of the Chinese in 

Los Angeles live in the old Chinatowns. The majority of the Chinese American 

population is spreading out in outer areas or suburbs in traditional gateway cities as well 

as in new urban centers of Asian settlement across the country, and half of all Chinese 

Americans live in suburbs. 

According to research made by Zhou (2009, pp 48-49) Mandarin-speaking co-ethnics 

from mainland China, those from Taiwan, and those of higher socioeconomic status 

tend to stay away from Cantonese-dominant old Chinatowns. Once settled, they tend to 

establish new ethnic communities, often in more affluent urban neighborhoods and 

suburbs, such as the “Little Taipei” in Monterey Park, California. Zhou’s claim is 
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backed up by U.S. Census data which shows that in 2000, Chinese made up 41 percent 

of the population of Monterey Park city. (Decennial 2000) 

The most Chinese populous city in real figures is San Francisco with 161,000 Chinese 

immigrants. This number is equivalent to 21 percent of the population in San Francisco. 

However, in 2000, half of the Chinese immigrants lived outside the cities, thus 

pinpointing the new phenomenon – “ethnoburb”, a term introduced by Chinese 

American geographer Wei Li in order to explain the hybridity of inner-city ethnic 

enclaves and middle-class suburbs – in other words: Suburban ethnic clusters of people 

and businesses. The notion of an ethnoburb also challenges the classical assimilation 

theory because living in an ethnoburb does not necessarily lead to complete integration. 

Rather, it creates an environment where e.g. English proficiency is not a must in order 

to manage. (Zhou, 2009 pp77-96) 

It becomes apparent that the classical way of assessing integration is not applicable 

when it comes to Chinese immigrants. As Zhou (1992) points out, Chinatowns have not 

experienced a significant decline. Despite the fact that many move out of Chinatown 

and into ethnoburbs, most keep their relation with their old community unchanged. In 

practice, this means that people still go to Chinatowns to work, to shop and for social 

events, and one can therefore say that these ethnic enclaves function as a society within 

the greater society, and are not dependent on the larger Chinatown. Chinatowns are 

simply not “melting in” and becoming part of the larger society, as expected according 

to the classical assimilation theory.   

Historically, the two focus groups have settled in the Bay area and in the Southern part 

of California respectively. Recent immigrant statistics also show that they continue this 
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pattern. While there is a tendency towards spreading out, they still stay relatively close 

to the “center”. Around Monterey Park e.g., new arrivals have started to settle in 

adjacent suburban communities such as Alhambra, Rosemead and San Gabriel. 

Monterey Park has drawn both upwardly mobile Mexican Americans and Chinese 

Americans from the neighboring East Los Angeles and Chinatown. While Monterey 

Park started as a White suburban neighborhood, the influx of middleclass immigrants 

soon changed this. In 2000 the racial composition of Monterey Park was: 7 percent 

White, 41 percent Chinese, 21 percent “other Asian”, 30 percent Hispanic and 1 percent 

African American. Clearly, this suburban city has been transformed into a typical 

immigrant-dominant ethnoburb. Emma Fry, White resident in Monterey Park said: 

I feel like a stranger in my own town. You can’t talk to the newcomers 
because so many of them don’t speak English, and their experiences and 
viewpoints are so different. I don’t feel like I belong anymore. I feel like 
I’m sort of intruding.”  (As cited in Gjerde, 1998, p 482) 

 

This perception of course goes both ways. It is not a coincidence that immigrants cluster 

in certain suburbs.  Alienation and not belonging in a “White neighborhood” is not 

uncommon for immigrants, who instead choose to move to places where high tolerance 

toward foreigners is evident. (Zhou, 2009 pp 77-96)  

The old pattern of settling in the central cities as a first stop on their journey is 

changing. Many immigrants are bypassing that traditionally staging ground and moving 

directly into suburbs like Monterey Park. This challenges the correlation between levels 

of acculturation and spatial assimilation predicted by classical assimilation theories. 

And while immigrants are not only enlarging their radius of settlement in California, 

they are also enlarging their radius of departure, since both Chinese and Mexican 
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immigrants have also traditional “sending communities”, which are now not only a few 

but slowly spreading out towards the countries. This supports the hypothesis that a 

changing migration pattern necessarily changes the immigrant population and brings 

people with different socioeconomic statuses and motives. The change in residential 

preference is an expression of a change in the immigrant population.  

4.1.3 Migration and motivation 
Regarding Mexican immigrants, it is evident that over the decade, flows mainly came 

from southern and south-eastern Mexican states — such as Chiapas which saw its share 

increase from 0.6 to 14.2 percent over the last ten years, Veracruz from 1.3 to 5.8 

percent, and the State of Mexico from 2.8 to 5.7 percent. (Map 2) As of 2007, 31.3 

percent of the 11.4 million Mexican foreign born entered the country in 2000 or later. 

Another 32.0 percent entered between 1990 and 1999, 20.0 percent between 1980 and 

1989, 10.9 percent between 1970 and 1979, and the remaining 5.7 percent prior to 1970. 

(MPI, February 2010) According to Zhou (2009) contemporary Chinese immigrants 

have arrived not only from mainland traditional provinces like Guangdong, but also 

from the greater Chinese Diaspora -- Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam, Cambodia and 

Malaysia. (Map 3)  

Supporting a prior argument, the Chinese change in geography has created a change in 

socioeconomic conditions for Chinese immigrants in California. There is great 

difference between e.g. Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong and Chinese immigrants 

from Cambodia in terms of income, education and so on. Some arrived in the U.S. with 

little money, minimum education, and few job skills which forced them to take low-

wage jobs and settle in deteriorating urban neighborhoods. Others came with family 
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savings, education and skills far above the levels of average Americans. This splits the 

Chinese population in two: Those who start their life in the US from the bottom, and 

those who already have an educational and economical foundation for a prosperous life 

in the U.S. According to a Gallup poll, 22.9 million Chinese express desire to move to 

the U.S. if given the opportunity. This of course does not mean that nearly 23 million 

Chinese will seek to move to the U.S., but it is undeniably an indication that the U.S. is 

a very attractive destination for many Chinese people and that the “Gold Mountain” 

dream still lives on. Through mobility goals, the Chinese family is no longer sojourners, 

but now settlers seeking to achieve upward mobility through three fundamental goals as 

Zhou (2009) identifies as: “Making a living, homeownership, and the education of 

children”(p142) The education of children is something that is very important to 

Chinese families. First generation immigrants are willing to work more for less and live 

crowded with other families in order to save up enough money to send their children to 

college. This explains the existence of both low-wage Chinatown and the prevalence of 

one of the best educated immigrant groups in the U.S. In other words, this belief in 

upward social mobility and the ways of achieving this makes the Chinese community 

split in a first generation and this generation’s children.  

For the Mexican immigrants, the point of departure is not reflected as much in terms of 

socioeconomic status. According to a Pew survey and report from 2005, unemployment 

plays a minimal role in motivating workers from Mexico to migrate to the U.S. Only 

5% of the survey respondents who had been in the U.S. for two years or less were 

unemployed while still in Mexico. Furthermore, the survey shows that unemployment in 

the U.S. is above average only for respondents who had been there for less than six 
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months. Nearly 15% of the latest arrivals reported they were not currently working. But 

only about 5% of respondents who migrated more than six months ago reported they 

were unemployed in the U.S. (PEW 2005) According to a 2009 Global attitude survey 

conducted by the Pew Hispanic Center, some 60 percent of the people interviewed 

believed that they would enjoy a better life in the U.S. than in Mexico. This of course is 

a good motivation for moving, and while a majority of those asked state that they have 

mostly success stories from friends and family who have moved, half of those who are 

willing to give up their life in Mexico and go to the U.S. would also do so 

undocumented. (PEW, 2009) Another survey conducted in 2006 by Gallup World Poll 

states that 58 percent of the Mexicans moving to the U.S. consider themselves a help to 

the country and the vast majority believe that it benefits Mexico, the U.S. and the 

migrating families to move to the U.S. Furthermore, 1/3rd of the respondent said that 

they know someone who has migrated to the U.S. and of these, 15 percent state that 

they receive remittances from family or friends who have already moved. (Gallup 2006) 

Section 4.3.5 treats the issue of remittances even further.  

4.1.4 Sub-conclusion demography 
Both focus groups of this thesis are highly represented in the State of California. In fact, 

the State of California holds the largest proportion of both groups, with 11.5 million 

Mexicans and 1.3 million Chinese. 

The first thing to notice is the difference in age and gender. The Chinese are primarily 

older women and the Mexicans are primarily younger males. History shows that the 

initial migration pattern of Chinese immigrants has changed.  
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As women in general live longer than men, unevenness could eventually be expected. 

However, for Mexican immigrants, this is different. They continue the historical 

migration pattern, and the age/gender pyramid of the population proves that Mexican 

immigrants still come to the U.S. to do hard manual work, where young males in their 

best age are best fitted. This is consistent with their migration history in the U.S. which 

has always been dominated by males. Women and entire families migrating in large 

numbers is a relatively new thing in which the age/gender pyramids have not yet seen a 

noticeable change.  

The fact that settlement patterns have changed, not only in where immigrants choose to 

settle in California, but also as to where they come from, has proven to be of great 

significance. For the Chinese, this has meant that instead of being a very similar 

immigrant community primarily from the same region, the population is now very 

different in terms of socioeconomic status. This is reflected in e.g. residential choice, 

educational background, economic opportunity and social mobility levels.  

4.2 Education  
Education has often been called “the cornerstone of democracy”, meaning that well-

educated people are in better positions to make good decisions about their own lives and 

on behalf of others. It is fair to hypothesize that one of the primary reasons for the 

success of Chinese immigrants should be found in their educational merits because 

education is the most effective and sustainable means to upward social mobility.  

4.2.1 Language proficiency 
In terms of language proficiency, the figures are astonishing. According to ASC 2006-

2008 71.3 percent Mexicans in California speak Spanish at home. (app. 6 of the 8 
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million Mexicans in California reported that they do not speak English at home). This, 

however, does not mean that they do not speak English too. While new-comers might 

not speak English yet, some are simply bilingual and speak English when out of the 

home and Spanish at home. Census data on Mexicans in California suggests that around 

40 percent speak English less than “very well”. According to Edward Lazear 80 percent 

of non-Mexican immigrants are fluent in English. Among Mexican immigrants, the 

figure is merely 49 percent. (Lazear 2007) While some might believe that this is an 

indication of an immigrant group with inferior language abilities, and poor educational 

standards, figures from other immigrant groups suggest something else. Mexicans are 

by far the only immigrant group that speaks another language at home. Compared to 

Chinese immigrants, it is evident that  considering language abilities, 82.8 percent 

Chinese in California report speaking another language than English at home, and 46.9 

percent report that they speak English “less than well”. (Table 4.4) 

While social mobility levels are completely different for the two groups, language 

proficiency seems very much alike, which is a clear indication that speaking another 

language at home is not necessarily in correlation with the educational or occupational 

outcome in ones’ further life. On the contrary, these figures merely express a 

cultural/lingual commitment to ones’ roots.  

Isolating the Chinese, it can be assumed that the first generation of Chinese immigrants 

never learned the language and got an American education, but their children, on the 

other hand, are bilingual and have managed to get an American education. In other 

words, there has been significant intergenerational process among Chinese immigrants. 
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This particular mobility step between the first and second generation might be one of 

the most important differences between the two groups.  

4.2.2 Generational educational attainment 
Chinese immigrants have particular high levels of education compared to other groups 

in the U.S. (Table 4.5) This is especially true for the younger generation, which 

indicates that the perception of the Chinese seeking to provide for their children in 

terms of giving them the best start in life is not untrue. The PPIC (2005, p12) study of 

first and second generation immigrants in California shows a significant increase in 

educational attainment between the first and the second generation (Table 4.5). This is 

true for all groups.  

However, when digging further into the Mexican educational attainment, we see that 

according to ACS 2006-2008, 46.4 percent of Mexicans age 25 and older have not 

finished high school. This figure is significantly higher than any other group. This also 

goes for further education. Bachelor degrees are only accomplished by 5.8 percent of 

Mexican immigrants. (Table 5.5) At this point, it is important to distinguish between 

data from the ACS and data from the PPIC report because they differ a lot. The ACS 

figures are an average for both foreign born and U.S.-born Mexicans and are therefore 

not fully compatible with figures in the PPIC report where the research has been divided 

further into male/female, first/second generation and U.S./foreign-born. According to 

the PPIC research, U.S.-born male Mexicans of second generation have a completion 

rate of more than 11 percent, and while this figure is still low, it is almost twice as high 

as ACS figures suggest, indicating that more U.S.-Mexican males hold or take an 
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education. This could be an indication that the integration process of these generations 

is happening, though at a much slower pace than for other groups.   

As with other groups, there is a positive development among Mexicans in the U.S. in 

terms of educational attainment. More people stay in school and more people achieve 

higher degrees. According to MPI (2006) only 40 percent of the first generation was in 

school, whereas 64 percent of second generation attended school. In 1970 8 out of 10 

Mexicans dropped out of high school, whereas 30 years later “only” 6 out of 10 dropped 

out. Though this development is positive, it is still evident that these figures are 30 

percent higher than other groups. (Table 4.6) In comparison, only Central Americans 

reach levels that are somewhat the same but still, table 4.6 shows that even then, 

Mexicans trail behind with much lower completion rate in all columns.  

A quick glance back at table 4.5 shows that where all the other groups in the table have 

a high “some college or associate’s degree”, the Chinese takes this a step further and 

instead have much higher levels in actual “bachelor’s degrees” and “graduate or 

professional degrees”. This means that the educational gap between Mexican 

immigrants and Chinese immigrants increases even further.  

4.2.3 Age at arrival and educational attainment 
If educational figures are weighed against age, once again it is evident that age matters. 

The high share of Mexican immigrant youth who arrive in their late teens is particularly 

important because these youth are much less likely than other youth to enroll in school. 

According to PPIC age at arrival is a crucial factor for the further education of Mexican 

immigrants. In fact, research shows that the older they are at arrival the less likely they 

are to get an education. Among Mexican immigrant men, almost 90 percent of those 
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who came to the U.S. as young children were enrolled in school at ages 16 to 18, 

compared to only about a third of those who arrived at age 17. This again leads back to 

the history of Mexican migration and signifies that migrating to the U.S. from Mexico 

during the working age, the motive for migrating is most likely to get a job. Instead, 

being brought to the U.S. by parents as a child means that the child is most likely to 

follow the customs of the U.S. and go to school while the parents are working. (PPIC 

2005) 

However, while this makes sense for the Mexican immigrants it now becomes unclear 

why the Chinese immigrants then manage to have such outstanding educational figures 

when they most likely come to the U.S. much older than the average Mexican.  Thus 

two conflicting arguments arise. On the one hand, there is the argument that age matters 

positively when it comes to further education, economic opportunity and integration, 

and that part of the Chinese success in the U.S. therefore can be explained in terms of 

their age, education and experience on the job market. On the other hand, however,  is 

the argument that age matters negatively, when it comes to time of arrival and 

educational attainment, and that the older the Mexican immigrants are when the arrive 

in the U.S., the less likely they are to get an education – hence the less likely they are to 

experience social upward mobility. While both arguments are undeniably valid, 

empirical data tells us so, we cannot expect both arguments to bear the same importance 

for both groups of people.   

The fact that Chinese immigrants manage to do well when it comes to education, 

despite the fact that the average age is much higher than for Mexican immigrants, could 

be attributed the fact that admission into the U.S. demands either educational merits or a 
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job of the Chinese hence the last criteria, family reunification, has not yet been put into 

its full effect due to the relative new migration of Chinese to the U.S.  

Without going into details, because of the natural boundaries of this thesis, I would 

assume that a comparison between e.g. Chinese immigrants from Cambodia today and 

Mexicans would be much more similar thus their background is much more a like in 

terms of educational levels, poverty rates, fertility rates, etc. However, when taking 

Chinese immigrants as a complete group, one realizes that the educational 

accomplishments of the most fortunate by far out-shadow the less fortunate. The 

migration from the less educated parts of the Chinese Diaspora is relatively new, and 

one would therefore expect educational figures to be drawn down during the next 

decade or so, as family reunification plays a larger role and as integration starts to kick 

in. 

4.2.4 U.S.-born or foreign-born 
If U.S.-born Chinese and Chinese-born immigrants were to be separated, the 

educational picture would change; not much, but still a significant little bit. Table 4.7 

shows that for the foreign-born Chinese, more people are without a high-school 

education, but at the same time there are also more graduates. This again is an 

indication that the foreign-born newcomers are very different.   

The PPIC (2005, p12) study of first, second and third generation immigrants in 

California shows a significant increase in educational attainment between the first and 

the second generation (Table 4.6) but it also shows a small decline in educational 

attainment between the second and third generation. Despite the fact that third- or third-

and-later-generation Asians are much better educated than their peers of other 
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ethnicities, with high college graduation rates and low levels of high school dropouts 

relative to other third-generation groups, the decline could be an expression of two 

things: From a cultural and assimilation theorist’s point of view this could be explained 

as an indication that integration is successfully happening. According to classical 

assimilation theory it is expected to match the host country more and more as time 

passes. If assumed that educational and occupational achievements are the most 

successful ways of achieving social upward mobility in a new country and thereby 

helping the integration process, then it is only natural that first generation immigrants 

will try to guide and help their children in obtaining these goals. However, the second 

generation immigrants, having lived all or most of their lives in the new country is 

living a life with one leg in each camp. They are caught with one side applying to the 

old cultural and lingual manners and another side with the new culture and language 

with the greater society. In comparison to their parents, this generation will undoubtedly 

identify themselves much more with American culture and adopt American values and 

norms over time. If classical assimilation theory is applicable here, it would prove that 

successful integration is happening hence the new generation of Chinese immigrants is 

getting closer to the American population in terms of educational achievements. 

Supposing that Chinese cultural values are directly related to educational achievements, 

it would be expected to see a decline in educational achievements as acculturation 

increases  

From a historical point of view, the explanation for the decline in educational 

achievements can be seen as change in immigration history and a change in 

demographics. Where early Chinese immigration was primarily from mainland China, 
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this picture has changed today, and instead Chinese immigrants come from either 

mainland China, Hong Kong or Taiwan. Because of this, it must be taken into 

consideration that e.g. Taiwan differs much from mainland China. History shows that 

many well-educated capitalists fled mainland China and moved to Taiwan and Hong 

Kong to escape the communist rule. When the 1965 immigration Act was introduced it 

allowed entrance on the basis of two qualifications; family reunification and 

occupational skills. Not many Asians had relatives in the U.S. due to the many years of 

exclusion hence their only path was that of formal credentials. Portes & Rumbaut (1996 

p59)  point to the fact that the group is very heterogeneous and their table 4 shows that 

Taiwanese immigrants tend to be the most educated with close to 100 percent high 

school graduation, which helps explain the very high levels of education among 

Chinese. If this is true, one would expect to see a decline in educational levels in the 

future as family reunification is gaining growing significance. This is consistent with 

the research from the PPIC study from 2005. 

While for Chinese immigrants, the educational levels are drawn down by both first 

generation foreign-born immigrants and third-generation U.S-born immigrants, the 

separation of U.S.-born Mexicans and foreign-born Mexicans (Table 4.7) indicates that 

it is definitely the foreign-born Mexicans that draw down educational levels. The 

foreign-born have lower educational status in all categories, and with almost one in 

three Mexican foreign-born (4.3 million are foreign-born and 3.5 of them are aged 25 

and over), this is quite a significant difference. According to research made by George 

Borjas (As sited in David Card (2004, p 2), there is coherence between the home 

country’s history of education and the educational levels seen in immigrants in the U.S. 
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e.g. in the periods where many migrated from “countries like Mexico, the Philippines, 

Vietnam, and El Salvador (all of which supply relatively low-education immigrants) 

immigrants as a whole have lower average schooling than natives”. (ibid)  

4.2.5 Sub-conclusion education 
There are different opinions as to why Mexican immigrants and Chinese immigrants 

seem to differ so much in the American society. However, one undeniable truth is that 

when it comes to educational achievements, Mexican and Chinese immigrants are two 

strong contrasts to one another. While one is in the top, the other is at the bottom. 

Chinese immigrants seem to do exceptionally well, and Mexicans exceptionally bad. 

Both groups have a high percentage that does not speak English very well, and both 

groups have a majority of native language speakers in their home. Language ability 

should therefore not be accredited the difference despite that fact that poor language 

ability does sound like a forerunner to poor educational levels. However, this is not the 

case. Instead intergenerational development should be noticed as an important factor. 

There has indeed been a significant increase between educational levels of first 

generation immigrants and second generation immigrants. This increase is true for all 

immigrant groups, and therefore shows a positive development, the increase among 

Mexican immigrants is by far as remarkable as it is for Chinese. This means that the 

educational gap is not only evident among immigrant groups, it also increases over time 

– leaving the ones who cannot follow with an even greater disadvantage in society.  

Once again, age came to our attention. Age and education are correlated, but this time 

there are two contrasting arguments:  
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• The older you are at arrival, the less education you are likely to get (this is true 

for Mexican immigrants) 

• Older means better education � more experience � better jobs � more money 

�  higher possibility of upward social mobility = successful integration  

The nature of the two groups can be “blamed” for the confusion, and making the picture 

unclear. For it is strange that the two groups react and interact to society’s demands so 

differently. If the two groups were completely alike, one would expect to see the same 

trend in educational attainment. Over time, the two groups will move towards each 

other, and it is therefore fair to expect to see a decline in education for Chinese 

immigrants as more low-socioeconomic immigrants get integrated into society, and we 

also expect to see an increase in Mexican educational levels can also be expected, as 

education increases in Mexico and as the effect of the already increased educational 

levels starts to trickle down.   

This section also proves that there is a difference between being foreign-born and U.S.-

born. In general, there are two trends among Chinese immigrants. Either they fare much 

better or they fare much worse. A person could have been accepted as an immigrant in 

the U.S. either because of outstanding merits or because of the political situation in the 

home country. The latter often means low-socioeconomic status and most likely poor 

educational levels. For Chinese, foreign-born both draw up educational levels, but they 

also draw them down. 

For Mexican foreign-born, the latter is most likely the incident. All statistics show that 

the Mexican foreign-born population does much worse than the U.S. born, in terms of 
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educational attainment. Sociologists point to the fact that a history of bad education in 

the home country is reflected in the new country.  

The consequence of low educational attainment and in particular low college degree 

completion is that it severely harms job opportunities and thereby also upward social 

mobility. If this is true,  it can be assumed that Mexican immigrants, due to their low 

levels of education, have a hard time advancing in the American society, and that this 

particular element, education, is of utmost importance, when it comes to immigrants 

integrating in a new country. 

4.3 Economic and Social characteristics 

4.3.1 Income levels 
There is no doubt that educational achievements, job opportunities, and wages are 

closely connected. As a general rule, the better the education, the better jobs and wages 

you are offered. But by suggesting this, it can be assumed in accordance with the 

classical assimilation theory, that jobs are evenly distributed according to skills. This, 

however, is not true. Minority groups often face discrimination and are in general 

offered lower wages than their white counter-parts. While some authors, e.g. Ronald E. 

Hall, describes in his 2008 book, Racism in the 21st century: An empirical analysis of 

skin color, how the color of your skin matters when it comes to determining wages. A 

2005 Gallup poll conducted for the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

(EEOC) suggests that 31 percent Asians and 20 percent Hispanics experience 

discrimination in their jobs. (EEOC 2005) According to statistics released in January 

2011, the EEOC received record-shattering charges last year: The Agency reported the 

filing of the highest number of discrimination charges in 2010 since the Agency’s 
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founding in 1965. This was true for all categories, but notably discrimination because of 

race increased with almost 8 percent since 2009. (Higuera 2011)  

The Review of Economics and Statistics displayed an essay by Cordelia W. Reimers 

who points to the fact that more factors are interconnected, when it comes to wage 

discrimination. Factors such as age, education, geographic location, and language 

difficulties are all factors which should also be taken into consideration, when looking 

at minority groups and wage levels. In this case, this makes perfect sense. Age often 

matters, when it comes to wages. Usually, at a young age wages are low and the older 

and more experienced one gets, the higher the wages increase. This suits perfectly well 

with the very young Mexican population, and the mature Chinese population who have 

an income gap between them of more than 90 percent, with the median income of a 

Chinese family of $88,841 a year, compared to a Mexican family who makes $46,406 a 

year. Table 4.8 illustrates this and shows that Chinese immigrants, on average, are the 

wealthiest group of people in California. Mexican immigrants, on the other hand are by 

far the poorest. African American families, who in general are among the poorest in the 

U.S., have a median income of $52,546 in California. This is low, but compared to 

Mexicans they make 13 percent more or $500 a month more which is a significant 

difference. The median income for an individual Mexican in California is $15,076 or 

less than half of a White Native Californian of $34,127. These figures are of course 

closely tied to occupational choice, which again is closely tied to educational 

attainment.   

Research from 2007 by the Economic Mobility Project (EMP) concludes that in the 

U.S. about half of the advantages of having a parent with a high income are passed on to 
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the next generation. This means that one of the biggest predictors of an American 

child’s future economic success—the identity and characteristics of his or her parents—

is predetermined and outside that child’s control. In 2006, less than one-third of the 

voters said that they thought life would be better for the next generation, and over half 

of the asked Americans thought that the “American Dream” was no longer attainable for 

the majority of their fellow citizens. (EMP, 2007) This research indicates that it is hard 

to achieve upward social mobility in the U.S. let alone if your parent’s social status is 

low. This means that people become less dynamic and more static in their social 

position.  

4.3.2 Occupational choice  
In table 4.9 it becomes evident that Mexicans are primarily occupied in industries that 

other ethnicities are not. While Mexicans are represented in all groups, they are severely 

overrepresented in low-wage sectors such as fishing, farming and forestry; service; 

construction; and production, transportation and material moving. Calculations in this 

thesis show that in e.g. farming Mexicans make up 83 percent, and in production they 

make up 46 percent. On the other side of the spectra, they make up only 12 percent of 

all laborers in management jobs. (Tables 4.10 and 4.11) 

There are two pitfalls in these tables that must be taken into consideration. The Chinese 

are so few in numbers that compared to Mexicans, they make up only a small 

proportion of the labor force, and hence within the different occupations they also make 

up a very insignificant proportion. However, the tables and the calculations show that 

more than half of the Chinese in California work in management, which is not only an 

occupation where educational merits is required, but also highly awarded in terms of 
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wages. According to a number of studies, however, even though a higher percentage of 

Chinese Americans were professionals, they were underrepresented in executive, 

supervisory, or decision-making positions. This could be attributed their cultural 

heritage where collectivism is deeply embedded, instead of individualism which 

executive and supervisory positions usually require. Of course another reason could be 

that they, because of their ethnicity, simply have a harder time finding jobs at the very 

top. However, there is not conclusive evidence on either, and it therefore is merely 

speculative. 

Another thing to bear in mind when looking at these tables is that they represent both 

sexes, and it is therefore worth recognizing that there is pretty significant deviation 

between the two sexes. E.g. there are only 0.7 percent females in the construction 

business and 23.6 percent males. This means that in fact almost one fourth of the 

Mexican males in California works in the construction business, and not 14 % as it is 

otherwise suggested when females and males are not divided. (ACS, 2006-2008) The 

same is evident on the female side, where females are heavily represented in the sales 

and office occupations sector which includes all kinds of jobs from cashiers ($9 pr. 

hour) to sales engineers. ($48 pr. hour) (Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)) Table 4.12 

gives an overview of the occupational choices that men and women from either China 

or Mexico have, and it is evident that some jobs are male-jobs and others female. For 

the Mexican immigrants it is evident that the jobs the males hold are primarily manual 

labor jobs such as construction, production and service jobs, where in-job training can 

be provided and where language and educational skills are not necessarily an important 

factor.  
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Looking at the Mexican women, it is apparent that they by far outnumber males in e.g. 

managerial jobs and have almost the double represented. This is an indication that 

something is different in the mentality or that the reason for moving to the U.S. between 

Mexican males and Mexican females is different. Where Mexican males seem to, more 

or less, follow the same work pattern as their predecessors have done, Mexican women 

seem to seek another path. In fact, this could be an indication that Mexican women to a 

larger extent seek the classical assimilation pattern and see education as a means to 

social mobility.  

Among the 4.9 million Mexican-born male workers age 16 and older employed in the 

civilian labor force in 2008, nearly 40 percent reported working in construction, 

extraction, and transportation, and almost one fourth reported working in services.  

(ACS 2006-2008) According to table 4.13 the construction sector is the second highest 

paid. However, the picture is not completely accurate here, since within the construction 

sector the wages vary greatly from $12.22 for carpentry to $46.47 for elevator repair. It 

is fair to assume that the majority of the immigrants without an education, and who are 

working in this sector are working in the low-wage end. By contrast, 25.9 percent of all 

foreign born reported working in construction, extraction, and transportation and 17.4 

percent reported working in services. Furthermore, 17.9 percent of civilian employed 

Mexican-born males age 16 and older reported working in manufacturing, installation, 

and repair compared to 14.6 percent among all foreign-born men. If all three industries 

are added up, it turns out that these groups nearly employed 80 percent of all civilian 

employed Mexican-born males age 16 and older. (MPI February 2010) 
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The picture is the complete opposite for the Chinese who have nearly 80 percent 

employed in office and managerial positions, which again proves that Chinese 

immigrants are to a much greater extent occupied in industries where an education is 

needed and where wages in general are higher. It supports the hypothesis that high 

educational attainment gives greater economic opportunity and is therefore a reasonable 

means to upward social mobility.  

4.3.3 Foreign-born immigrants  
According to the 2010 BLS report on labor market characteristics of foreign-born in the 

U.S., foreign-born Mexicans are more likely to work low-wage jobs than others, and it 

is therefore fair to assume that due to the high percentage of high-school drop-outs, 

language abilities, and job opportunities, most Mexican immigrants in California work 

low-wage jobs (or jobs that pay less than other groups) Not surprisingly, the Mexican 

foreign born are overwhelmingly concentrated in low-skilled, low-wage work6. Forty-

four percent of all men born in Mexico fall in the bottom quintile of the male wage 

distribution. (MPI 2006) Table 4.14 does not show a significant difference among the 

Chinese, but this could be attributed the fact that more than half of the Chinese living in 

California are foreign-born, and that occupational choices are therefore pretty well 

reflected in the graph. The graph however backs up the MPI by showing that for the 

Mexican immigrants there is a difference since there are 42 percent U.S.-born Mexicans 

more in e.g. management than there are foreign-born in the same sector. The U.S. 

Census reveals that: In 1990, 8,559,803 of the 13,996,309 (61 percent) employed 

citizens of California held higher-skilled jobs. In 2000 9,234,452 of the 14,718,928 (63 

                                                
6 The low-wage labor force is defined by the Urban organization, who has used CPS figures to do their calculations, as workers 

earning less than 200 percent of their state’s prevailing minimum wage. Data on workers earning less than the minimum wage are 
also included. (http://www.urban.org/uploadedPDF/310880_lowwage_immig_wkfc.pdf)  
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percent) citizens of California were employed in higher-skilled jobs including: 

Executive and managerial positions, technicians, and sales occupations, among others. 

Immigration dramatically increased during this period and still higher-skilled jobs 

increased. (Decennial 1990 and 2000) 

This evidence indicates that immigrants, in California, have not lowered the quality of 

jobs. An explanation for this could be found in the heavy influx of highly educated 

immigrants dependent on their merits for entrance, since evidence indicates that it is 

definitely not the Mexican males who hold higher-skilled jobs. Table 4.15 shows that 

primarily the foreign-born males draw down this particular figure, but that the Mexican-

born women are not trailing that much behind in the statistics.  However, looking at e.g. 

the service sector, it is evident that there is heavy overweight of Mexican foreign-born 

women, which again indicates that there is a large group of foreign-born Mexicans who 

work in the low-wage sector. Treating Mexican immigrants as one homogenous group, 

which is a necessity in this thesis, means ending up with statistics that point in two 

directions. The data therefore becomes biased. On the one hand, it indicates that 

foreign-born Mexican women are not trailing as much behind in high-skilled jobs, while 

on the other hand; foreign-born Mexican women primarily hold low-skilled service 

sector jobs.  One could consider the undocumented immigrants, who are assumed to 

hold low-skilled jobs, and hypothesize that the undocumented women primarily work in 

the service sector, whereas, as mentioned earlier, Mexican foreign-born women seek the 

classical way of assimilating, merely through educational or occupational merits. 

However, this is only a qualified guess, which can never truly be validated due to the 
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inconsistency and difficulties in collecting empirical evidence on undocumented 

immigrants.   

4.3.4 Poverty and family size 
When it comes to poverty, Mexicans suffer. As mentioned earlier, Hispanics in general 

exceed the national figure of 12.7 percent. However, Mexicans exceed this even further. 

Almost one in five Mexican children live in poverty, and this figure doubles when there 

is no husband present. (ACS 2006-2008) Table 4.16 shows that Mexican families fare 

much worse than the general population of California.  

While there is no doubt that the low median income of Mexican individuals and 

families play a big role in the state of poverty, the family size also matters. Census data 

and ACS data suggest that there is a correlation between poverty and how many people 

live in a family. For Mexican families who average 4.28 people, this means that more 

than four people have to share an amount half the size of e.g. a Native White family, 

who then again “only” average 3.34 people. While Chinese families average 3.4 people 

they also make significantly more money than the other groups.   

In table 4.17 it becomes evident that while a Mexican family makes around 61 percent 

of what a White family makes ($46,406 v $ 76,173), this figure changes significantly as 

the amount of family members is taken into account. In fact, the income gap between 

Mexican families and White families increases even further, and a Mexican family now 

only makes around 48 percent of what a White family does. This explains why so many 

children live in poverty. The comparison between Mexican families/individuals and 

Chinese is also significant. The table shows that a Mexican family only makes 52 
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percent of what a Chinese family makes. Looking at the core difference, a Chinese 

family makes almost the double ($88,841 v $46,406) as a Mexican family pr. year. 

4.3.5 Remittances 

Remittances are money sent back to a home country by immigrants living abroad. This 

figure has consistently been increasing over the decade, and China and Mexico are 

among top three recipients of this money. The World Bank’s 2010 estimates of 

remittances were: $325 billion worldwide, $51 billion going back to China and $23 

billion going back to Mexico. It is difficult to explain migrants’ motives for remitting, 

as few reliable sources of information on these migrants exist. Some of the motivating 

factors could be: Concern on the part of migrants toward family members still in the 

country of origin. Self-interest can also be a significant motive to remit. Family may, 

e.g., look after any property the migrant has left behind, compensating them in this way 

for any remittances. In addition to these two motives, an implicit agreement can exist 

between migrants and the relatives they leave behind. Relatives often cover the high 

cost of moving and settling abroad and are later repaid once the migrant has established 

himself in the destination country. This arrangement can be considered an informal loan 

agreement or as a kind of co-insurance. Nevertheless, there should be no doubt that 

remittances play a big role, not only for the recipients but defintely also for the senders.  

Precise data on this particular subject is very hard to achieve, and the data collected 

from the World Bank is also merely estimates. Furthermore, it has not been possible to 

collect matching data for the two groups. While there is data present for remittances in 

California, it is not specified to Mexico, but instead to Latin America. Furthermore, 
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state specific data on Chinese remittances was not available either. This comparison, 

will therefore merely be estimates, and one might find other estimates that do not fully 

apply with this.  

As estimations show a range of $3 billion to $4.5 billion in remittances leaving the U.S. 

and going to China, the same estimations show that around $20 billion leaves the U.S. 

for Mexico. Research made by the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) narrows 

this down even further and estimates that around $10 billion leaves California for a 

Latin American country. Of these, more than 80 percent are thought to go to Mexico. 

(IADB 2004)  

The Mexican Migration Project (MMP) did a survey where 60 percent of the 

respondents answered that they remitted funds, 27 percent did not remit anything and 

the remaining 13 percent did not answer the question. Of those who remitted, an 

average of $240.46 were sent back each month. This is pretty consistent with IADB 

estimates which suggest that 64 percent remit an average of $235 11.9 times a year. 

While this does not seem too significant, it becomes apparent when keeping the 

incomelevels in mind.  (MMP 2000) According to the IADB (2004) it amounts to an 

average of 10 percent of the household income. Calculations made for this thesis based 

on figures from table 4.17  suggest that $235 pr month for a Mexican Californian family 

amounts to approximately 6 percent. This is consistents with chapter 3 which suggested 

that on average people are a little wealthier in California than on national average7.  

                                                
7 The IADB estimates are national estimates. In this case this means that there might be a slight deviation 
in calculations, as with the 6 percent in California v. the IADB estimate of 10 percent.  
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While there is no present data for how much money Chinese immigrants remit in 

individual households, figures for both how many Chinese live in the U.S. and how 

much money they have remain. Furthermore, it is possible to look at how many people 

live in China and Mexico respectively Figures from the CIA World Factbook suggest 

that the Mexican population makes up approximately 114 million and the Chinese 1.3 

billion. In other words, the Mexican population is only around 1/8th of the Chinese. 

Despite this fact, the Mexican remittance of $23 billion annually actually makes up 45 

percent of what Chinese remit, which indicates that the remittances made to Mexico 

carry greater importance and influence on the average Mexican family’s economy than 

it does in China. IADB (2004) finds that for recipients in Latin America, remittances 

range from 50% to 80% of household income, depending on the country which sounds 

plausible when considering these different factors. . All in all, data and calculations 

suggest that remittances are yet another determinant, when it comes to economic status, 

and that it matters much more to the Mexican immigrants than it does to e.g. Chinese 

immigrants.     

4.3.6 Self-employment and the Chinese enclave economy 
Though rates of self-employment are higher in California than on national basis, these 

same rates are much lower for Mexicans than for Whites. Census data suggests that only 

6.7 percent Mexicans are self-employed compared to 9.9 percent Whites, and 8.8 

percent of the average population. As mentioned earlier, self-employment among low-

skilled immigrants actually increase their economic opportunities, and the low self-

employment rate of Mexicans should therefore be treated as a contributing factor to 

their economic disadvantage in relation to other groups.  
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For Chinese, this figure is also below average and is 6.8, but increases with almost 10 

percent looking specifically at the foreign-born population. Zhou (2009, pp 99-121) 

suggests that it is within the ethnic enclave that self-employment becomes a good mean 

to upward social mobility,  since it is here that an already established network exists and 

it is here an everlasting demand for specific products by other immigrant customers 

exists.  

Owning a business is part of the threefold American dream as defined by 
Chinese immigrants… within the enclave, workers are apparently inspired 
by the success of coethnic entrepreneurs and are motivated to work hard, 
spend less, and save more in order to realize the goal of self-employment. 
This is possible in Chinatown, because of the continuous influx of cheap 
immigrant labor, the growing consumer demands from immigrants, and 
the connection to the emerging market economies across the Pacific. 
(Zhou 2009, p 114 & 115)  

 

Zhou suggests that while some immigrants come to the U.S. with educational merits, 

savings and a good chance of starting a good life, others have to find alternative ways to 

integrate and to achieve social upward mobility. One way of doing this is by having 

severe self discipline and work one’s way up. The enclave provides this loop-hole for 

many immigrants who come to the U.S. with the lack of language skills, education, 

money, network etc.  The enclave economic theory formulated by Cuban-American 

sociologist Alejandro Portes (Zhou 2009 p 62) states that the spatial concentration of an 

ethnic group permits it to create its own business enterprises, thus speeding the 

economic progress of the group. It states that ethnic and racial minorities can make 

more rapid initial economic progress when they create an enclave economy. In contrast 

to the classical assimilation theory the enclave economic theory believes that the ethnic 
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enclaves can serve as a way of obtaining upward social mobility and thereby ultimately 

lead to integration in the host country. (Zhou 2009) 

Sociologists today disagree upon whether or not the ethnic enclaves can be used as a 

way of integrating. For some minority groups, e.g. Italian immigrants, the classical 

assimilation theory seem to fit, but Zhou is a definite believer that when it comes to 

Chinese immigrants the ethnic enclave can be used as a stepping-stone for integration in 

the larger society.  

“I argue that the enclave works to channel its group members into the larger society 

instead of setting barriers to immigrant incorporation” Zhou (1992 p 219) says. She 

points to the fact that Chinese immigrants are deeply influenced by American standards 

of judgment. They have been subject to exclusion and racialization in the past, and 

without the ethnic enclave these immigrants would simply not be able to integrate into 

the American society. Because of the way certain elements of social life and public 

policy are shaped, members of a minority group might feel discouraged from going 

through the formal channels of social mobility, and they might not initiate their stay in a 

new host country by taking an education or fight to use the one they already have, but 

instead seeking alternative ways of entering the hierarchy in the larger society. Here the 

ethnic enclave is really useful because it offers a dynamic way of working one’s way 

up. Entrepreneurship is one of the most important elements of the ethnic enclave and the 

enclave economy. Through self-employment immigrants find it much easier to 

overcome discrimination and many first generations strive to become self-employed or 

save money for their second generation to take an education. This identity-building 



Louisa Dahlin Friberg 
A comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants in California 

 

Page 69 

within the community and the self-esteem it provides, helps compensate for the 

disadvantages of being a minority. (Zhou 1992, ch. 9)  

Zhou expands this idea and claims that without the enclave, the disadvantaged Chinese 

immigrants would, due to language barriers, be even more disadvantaged by being 

unemployed. It is remarkable because the Chinese enclave economy includes the 

foreign-born immigrants and gives them an opportunity to achieve upward social 

mobility without prerequisites in terms of language ability or even educational 

attainment. It challenges the EMP postulate that one’s chances for upward mobility is 

directed related to one’s parents social status, once again identifying Chinese 

immigrants as different from other groups. The Chinese immigrants are outstanding in 

all their accomplishments and part of the reason for this is definitely to be found in the 

enclave economy and the reception of new immigrants.  

4.3.7 Crime and illegality 
There is no doubt that educational, economical and social factors are all equally 

important, and that each and every one of these factors accompany each other in the 

process of shaping the American people. As mentioned earlier, there is a correlation 

between low educational attainment and economic opportunities. In the same way, there 

is a correlation between educational attainment and crime, economical opportunities and 

crime and between low social status and crime. For young people with troubled pasts, 

the transition to adulthood can be an especially rough process. Those who lack adequate 

education, requisite job skills, and family safety nets, experience difficulty in finding 

steady employment and a stable source of income. Moreover, for some, a pattern of 
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delinquency during adolescence signals deeper future involvements in the adult criminal 

justice system (MPI, June 2006)  

Illegality, crime and Mexicans are words that people often connect. In the absence of 

practical empirical research, myths and stereotypes about immigrants and crime often 

provide the foundations for public practices and policies and shape public opinion and 

political behavior. Historically, it is apparent that periods of increased immigration have 

also been accompanied by nativist alarms. Former President, George W. Bush said in 

his address to the nation on May 15, 2006, that "Illegal immigration puts pressure on 

public schools and hospitals, it strains state and local budgets, and brings crime to our 

communities" (As cited in MPI June 2006) This presumption that (illegal) immigrants 

automatically bring more crime to the U.S. is something that is commonly shared by the 

American people. Economic theories seem to support the concern that there is a link 

between immigration and crime. The 1968 economic model of crime by Gary Becker 

(As cited in Donohue 2007) suggests that those with poor economic outputs – and thus 

low opportunity costs for giving up activities in the legal sector- are more likely to 

engage in criminal activities. In theory, this should fit undocumented immigrants 

perfectly well, but in fact – incarceration rates among foreign-born immigrants are 

significantly lower than for native-born. According to Attorney General, Eric Holder the 

U.S. has the highest incarceration rate in the world, and the general perception is that it 

is in particular undocumented immigrants who have contributed significantly to the 

seven fold increase the U.S. has experienced since 1970. (Holder, 2009)  There is 

nothing new to this. In 1983 the Field Research Corporation conducted a survey of 

public attitudes toward immigration and related issues in Southern California. The 
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respondents (1,031 Black, White and Hispanics asked) could not agree on whether or 

not undocumented immigrants were more or less likely to commit crimes. (Muller et. al 

1985, appendix C) Butcher and Piehl (2006), however, have done some recent research 

on this particular issue in California:  

Immigrants have much lower institutionalization (incarceration) rates than 
the native born – on the order of one fifth the rates of native born. More 
recently arrived immigrants have the lowest relative incarceration rates. 
(p2) 

 
This is backed up by another PPIC report which states that while Latino males have the 

second highest incarceration rate in California with an incarceration rate of 1,146 pr 

100,000, the foreign-born make up 36% of the state’s adult population, and 16% of the 

prison population; incarceration rates are much lower for foreign-born adults, in fact it 

is only 258 per 100,000. (PPIC 2011) 

Looking specifically at the city of Los Angeles and the three city police districts with 

the highest proportion of Hispanics, research shows that all three districts have 

incarceration rates below the city average. All three areas have a high proportion (+50 

percent) Hispanics and it is fair to assume that a proportion of these are undocumented. 

An argument for the lower crime rates is that the traditional Mexican family view of 

individual wrongdoing as bringing public disgrace on the family, coupled with an 

understandable reluctance on the part of undocumented immigrants to attract the 

attention of the authorities serves to constrain criminal behavior compared with U.S. 

norms. The high proportion of young people, the high density, and the high rate of 

poverty are all factors that normally would have a negative effect on crime rates.  

(Muller et al. 1985, p 69)   
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Furthermore, the MPI finds that the lowest incarceration rates among Latin American 

immigrants are evident for the least educated groups: Salvadorans and Guatemalans 

(0.52 percent), and Mexicans (0.70 percent). These are also the groups most stigmatized 

as undocumented by the public. The findings in this report reveal that for every ethnic 

group without exception, the Census data shows an increase in rates of criminal 

incarceration among young men from the foreign-born to the U.S.-born generations, and 

over time in the U.S. among the foreign born — exactly the opposite of what is 

typically assumed both by standard theories and by public opinion on immigration and 

crime. (MPI June 2006) This particular presumption that immigrants, and especially 

undocumented immigrants, are more involved with criminal activities is by far one of 

the most common. But as figures show it is not an accurate presumption. However, 

immigrant gang related crime has put much negative focus on immigrants.  The city of 

e.g. Los Angeles has been concerned about gang-related crime for many years, and it is 

therefore important to state that most of the gang-related crime that occurs in California 

(Hispanic gangs in Los Angeles and Chinese gangs in San Francisco) is not connected 

to recent immigrants, but merely to US-born immigrants. (Muller et al 1985 and Toy 

1992) This perception does not come out of nowhere. Because many crimes are 

committed by e.g. Chicanos (U.S.-born Mexicans) in Southern California the public 

does not necessarily make the distinction and differ between Americans with a Mexican 

background, and recent Mexican immigrants. The Center for Immigration Studies (CIS) 

states in a 2008 report that: 

Over the past few decades, the United States has experienced an increase 
in the number and size of gangs made up largely if not entirely of 
immigrant youth (legal and illegal) and the U.S.-born children of legal and 
illegal immigrants….with the majority (75 percent) coming from Mexico 
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and El Salvador, both of which have high rates of legal and illegal 
immigration to the United States. (CIS, 2008) (Table 4.19) 

 

With 75 percent of the gang-related crime being either Mexican or El Salvadoran, it 

does give a blurry, if not inaccurate picture of who is committing these crimes. 

4.3.8 Sub-conclusion economic and social characteristics 
When it comes to economic and social characteristics the two groups also differ. As 

foreseen, educational attainment is closely connected to economic output, and it is 

therefore no surprise that Mexican immigrants in general fare much worse than Chinese 

immigrants. This is true for income, poverty and self-employment levels, all of which 

are important contributing factors for the possibility of upward social and economic 

mobility. The income gap between them is more than 90 percent, and when accounted 

for the size of the families, the gap widens. Not surprisingly, Mexican families are 

among the poorest, and Chinese among the richest.  

The data concluded that Mexican immigrants, especially males, are overrepresented in 

the low-wage sectors. Especially foreign-born immigrants from Mexico are represented 

in these sectors. 25 percent of Mexican males e.g. work in the construction sector. 

Sectors such as fishing and farming are heavily overrepresented by Mexican immigrants 

who fill more than 80 percent of these jobs. 

On the other hand, Chinese immigrants, both sexes, are heavily represented in 

managerial and other high-skill sectors. However, findings also revealed that while over 

50 percent of the Chinese hold managerial positions they are, compared to Whites, 

underrepresented in executive and supervisory positions. This could be attributed the 

fact that their culture is built upon collectivistic norms, whereas positions like this 
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require a more individualistic approach. While immigrants have often been blamed for 

stealing jobs, decreasing wages and decreasing the quality of jobs, Census data actually 

suggests that there has been an increase of high-skilled jobs in California in the past 20 

years.  

Remittances are another contributing factor to a poor Mexican population. As most 

Mexicans migrate to the U.S. the remittances received in Mexico will also primarily 

have been remitted by Mexicans in the U.S. While the Mexican population is more than 

ten times smaller than the Chinese their remittances make up 45 percent of the Chinese, 

which means that on an individual level, remittances in Mexico make up much more of 

the income and the country’s GDP.  

As regards to self-employment, both groups are below average. However, when 

isolating the foreign-born Chinese immigrants the figure increases a lot. The ethnic 

enclave could be attributed this increase, because it provides the means and network to 

start on your own. Entrepreneurship is an important factor for the further integration 

into the larger society, and the ethnic enclave acts as a steppingstone between the “old 

world” and the “new world”. According to sociologists it is a perfect tool for 

integration, and this particular element should be attributed as one of the key factors for 

the success of Chinese immigrants.  

Crime is often connected to immigrants, or so is the general perception in areas with a 

high immigrant density. California is therefore subject to much speculation about this. 

However, this is not completely true. While many immigrant gangs could be blamed for 

much of the crime in e.g. Los Angeles, several studies prove that it is neither the 

foreign-born immigrants nor the undocumented immigrants that are involved with these 
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activities. Instead it is the U.S.-born immigrants, those who have already gone through 

an integration process that are primarily involved in these activities. The reason that the 

foreign-born and undocumented immigrants are usually not engaged in criminal 

activities could be because of a high opportunity cost. The fear of deportation or the fear 

of losing the economic foundation for ones stay in the U.S. exceeds the economic 

benefits of engaging in criminal activities.  
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5. Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this thesis was to compare two immigrant groups. The motivation 

behind this project was to see which factors play a role in shaping an immigrant’s life, 

and to try to reveal which factors are most significant when it comes to achieving 

upward social mobility in the American society. This thesis is based on a quantitative 

method using different demographic and socioeconomic factors to compare and contrast 

the groups. Furthermore, for the historical insight, a historical background chapter 

provided knowledge of both groups. It turned out that this chapter supported the 

presumption that the migration history of Chinese and Mexicans historically has been 

very similar. However, it also became clear that political changes such as the Exclusion 

Act and the Bracero programme, led to a change in migration patterns for both groups.  

Furthermore, the historical chapter and the comparative analysis also revealed that this 

change in framework might be changing again, and that both groups are experiencing a 

change in migration. The Chinese are to a larger extent migrating from the Great 

Diaspora which means a greater variety in socioeconomic status among the immigrants, 

and we see more female migrants from Mexico and more settlers instead of migrant 

workers.   

The most apparent difference between the groups is educational achievement. This is 

also what laid ground for the hypothesis that education is the primary means to upward 

mobility. The analysis supports this argument and shows that good educational 

achievements lead to better job opportunity. However, the analysis also revealed that the 

first generation of Chinese immigrants did not necessarily have outstanding results but 
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that there was a huge intergenerational improvement. The results of the children of the 

first generation are outstanding. Their educational attainment is among the nation’s 

highest, and the majority of their jobs require a long education and are highly paid. 

Their parents’ lack of integration into the larger society, and their own children born in 

the U.S. has made the second generation a bridge between two worlds. Language 

proficiency figures prove that it is primarily Chinese that is spoken in the homes, but 

economical and educational results also prove that this group is not disabled by this 

language barrier. As Chinatowns have not experienced a significant decline it is fair to 

conclude that these are used by the disadvantaged immigrants (language, education, age, 

job etc) to use the network of the enclave to create better opportunities for one’s 

children. It turned out that entrepreneurship among the foreign-born Chinese is higher 

which suggests that the success in achieving social mobility between the first and 

second generation could be attributed this fact in connection with the network provided 

by the ethnic enclaves. Recent research showed that the third generation has still high, 

poorer educational and economical merits than their parents. If the classical assimilation 

theory is taken into consideration, it can be assumed that the decline in educational 

achievement is a sign of integration successfully happening among the later Chinese 

generations because they resemble the U.S. population more and more. 

The analysis furthermore showed that Mexicans too experience intergenerational 

development, but it also showed that Mexican immigrants are among those with the 

s(lowest) intergenerational development. This means that the social mobility level is 

much more static for a Mexican immigrant.  
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There is great difference in educational achievements between foreign-born/U.S. born 

Mexicans, and this should therefore be born in mind when looking at these figures. The 

analysis showed that the foreign-born have very poor educational levels and therefore 

draw down the average levels significantly. This indicates that there is still a heavy 

influx of Mexican immigrants and that these, still primarily young males, come to the 

U.S. to work and not necessarily to chase social upward mobility. At the same time, the 

U.S. born Mexicans, in particularly the females, resemble the national figures much 

more both in terms of education but also in terms of jobs where more U.S. born 

Mexicans hold e.g. managerial positions, which, as with the Chinese immigrants, could 

indicate that integration is happening. While this is definitely a positive trend, figures 

revealed that in general Mexicans hold low-skilled/low-wage jobs leaving them in a 

much more immobile position in society. Other factors, such as family size and 

remittances should also be treated as important contributors to the static position of 

Mexicans. This thesis stated that when calculating family-size and amount of 

remittances in Mexican households, income figures severely decreased per person. This 

has a great impact on poverty levels which again are much higher for Mexicans than for 

other groups.  

Furthermore, it is fair to conclude that Chinese immigrants are not necessarily more 

integrated than e.g. Mexicans, and that it is not the integration into society that is the 

primary cause of social upward mobility, but merely an effective implementation or 

fostering of a second generation into the educational system which then has laid ground 

for economic and social mobility. The intergenerational change in education is the most 

remarkable difference between the two groups, and this is therefore undoubtedly part of 
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the answer to why Mexicans and Chinese have so different outcomes. One could, of 

course, argue that this particular gap between the first and the second generation is an 

expression of successful integration and integration should therefore be complimented 

as the cause and possibility of social upward mobility for an immigrant in the U.S. 

However, due to other factors such as language proficiency, residency, family-structure, 

network etc., Chinese immigrants do not appear to be more integrated into the American 

society than other immigrant groups. Therefore, it is not the integration process itself 

that leads to upward mobility but rather it is the huge intergenerational development in 

education that has laid the foundation for economic opportunity and social upward 

mobility.  

In conclusion, it is worth taking a look at the future. The analysis pointed towards 

different things that might have an effect on the integration process and the mobility 

level for both groups. The Chinese are to a larger extend migrating from the Great 

Diaspora which means that more Chinese immigrants with lower socioeconomic status 

are arriving in the U.S. This group of people is not nearly as homogenous as the 

previous Chinese immigrants have been, and it can thus be assumed that there will be a 

drop in educational achievements, and a less dynamic social mobility level. 

The very young Mexican population with improving educational figures has yet not 

proved themselves in the labor-market, and at the same time, much more permanent 

settlement is evident which includes whole families and not just single males. Overall, 

the Mexican immigrant population is developing in a positive direction, and it is 

therefore fair to assume that Mexicans will move towards higher mobility levels than 

they have had before.  
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If this is true, then both groups are in fact starting to resemble the general population 

more and more. Despite the fact that both groups have been migrating to the U.S. for a 

long period of time, and should have been successfully integrated by now, this is, 

according to the classical assimilation theory, an indication that integration is 

successfully happening. 
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Table: 3.1 Population 2010 by race and ethnicity

Source: US Census Bureau 2010

California USA

White 40,1 63,7

Hispanic 37,6 16,3

African American 6,2 12,6

Native American 1 0,9

Hawai ian/Pacific 0,4 0,2

Asian 13 4,8

Table: 3.2 Ethnicity most populous counties, California

Source: US Census Bureau 2010, State and County Quickfacts

Hispanics Mexicans Asians White Other

Los Angeles 9,848,011 47,3 36,5 13 28,9 10,8

San Diego 3,053,793 30,4 27 10 51,2 8,4

Orange County 3,026,786 33,2 28,9 16 46,7 4,3
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Table: 3.3 Educational attainment California

Source: US Census Bureau Educational attainment 2005-2009 

USA California

Less than 9th grade 6,4 10,4

9-12th grade/ no diploma 9,1 9,1

Highschool graduate 29,3 21,9

Some college,  no degree 20,3 21,2

Associate's degree 7,4 7,6

Bachelor 's degree 17,4 19,1

Graduate/professional  degree 10,1 10,7

Table: 3.4 Dropout rates 2008-2009

Source: US Census Bureau and California Department of Education, 2005-2008

All Hispanics Asians

Highschool dropout 17,2 22,4 6,8

Bachelor degree 29,7 11 65
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Table: 3.5 Income and householdsizes

Source: US Census Bureau 2010

Cal ifornia US

Average Household 2,91 2,6

Median Household income 58925 50221

per household person 20249 19316

Average family size 3,51 3,19

Average family income 68909 62363

per family member 19632 19550

Table: 3.6 Poverty California by race and ethnicity

Source: NPC 2009 figures and US Census Bureau 2009 (California) 

National California

All ethnicities 12,7 13,2

Hispanics 25,3 25,3

Whites 9,4 7,5

Asians 12,5 9,7

African Americans 28,8 20,1
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Table: 3.7 People living in poverty by county

Source: US Census Bureau, 2010, County facts

County Percent

Los Angeles 15,4

Contra Costa 8,6

Marin 6,4

Napa 9,7

San Mateo 7,2

Sonoma 9,6

Santa Clara 8,6

Fresno 20,6

Kern 20,4

Tulare 22,6

Table: 3.8 Californian wage development for different ethnicities

Source: US Census Bureau, Historical tables, people and own calculations

1995 2000 2005 2009

White (alone) 19.163         25.529         28.946         30.941         

Hispanics (alone) 9.300          12.651         14.483         15.063         

African American 10.982         14.796         16.874         18.135         

Asian 16.567         23.350         26.421         29.447         
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Table: 3.9 Californian and National income levels

Source: ACS, 2005-2009 (California and USA)

California US

less than $10,000 5,3 7,4

$10,000-$14,999 5,2 5,6

$15,000-$24,999 9,5 10,8

$25,000-$34,999 9,2 10,6

$35,000-$49,999 12,8 14,3

$50,000-$74,999 17,8 18,7

$75,000-$99,999 12,8 12,3

$100,000-$149,999 14,9 12,1

$150,000-$199,999 6,2 4,2

$200,000 or more 6,3 4

Table: 4.1 Age/gender pyramids

Source: MPI Data HUB

Age/sex pyramids based on US Census Data 2008
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Table: 4.2 Age distribution

Source: US Census 2010, own calculations

Total population Mexican Chinese

Below 5 years 7 11 5

5-18 years 9 23 4

Above18 years 73 62 79

Above 65 years 11 4 12

Table: 4.3 Hispanic population in 1970 and 1998

Source: PPIC 2001, A portrait of race and ethnicity in California  
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Table: 4.4 Language proficiency

Source: ACS 2006-2008

English only Other than Engl ish English less than "very well"

Chinese 17,2 82,8 46,9

Mexican 21,8 78,2 39,2

Californian Population 57,6 42,4 19,9

Table: 4.5 Educational attainment for different ethnicities

Source: ACS 2006-2008 

Total populationChinese Mexican White Native AmericanBlack

Less than Highschool 19,7 18,5 46,4 16 13,7

Highschool graduate 22,4 14 25,8 22,2 26,9

College or  associate's 28,5 16,4 19,8 30,4 38,4

Bachelor 's degree 18,8 29,6 5,8 19,5 13,8

Graduate or professional 10,6 21,4 2,2 11,8 7,2
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Table: 4.6 Educational attainment of 1st and 2nd generation

Source: PPIC, p19 table 3.1

Less than highchool Highschool Some college Bachelor 

Mexican 1st generation 78 12 6 4

Mexican 2nd generation 18 33 34 15

Whites 1st generation 20 32 18 29

Whites 2nd generation 4 24 29 43

Chinese 1st generation 21 22 12 44

Chinese 2nd generation 3 14 25 58

Central 1st generation 54 26 9 11

Central 2nd generation 16 26 32 26

Table: 4.7 Educational attainment for foreign-born Chinese and Mexicans

Source: ACS 2006-2008, place of birth data search

Foreign-born Chinese total Chinese Foreign-born Mexicans Total Mexican

Less than Highschool 19,6 18,5 61,7 46,4

Highschool graduate 15,3 14 22,2 25,8

Some college or associate's 15,4 16,4 11,4 19,8

Bachelor's degree 26,9 29,6 3,4 5,8

Graduate or professional 22,8 21,4 1,2 2,2
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Table: 4.8 Income level according to status

Source: Own calculations based on ACS 2006-2008

Income in $ White Chinese Mexican

Median family income 76173 88841 46406

Married 88710 91239 54091

No spouse 54263 68863 41757

No husband 39798 53515 28126

Individual 34127 34445 15076

Table: 4.9 Occupations

Source: ACS 2006-2008

Mexican White Chinese

Service 23,5 17,1 12,9

Sales and Office 23 25,6 23,5

Production, transportation and moving 19,3 11,3 7,7

Management,  professional occupations 15,4 35,4 52,3

Construction and maintenance 14,5 9,1 3,6

Farming, fishing and forestry 4,3 1,4 0,1
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Table: 4.10 Mexican percentage of laborforce

Source: Own calculations based on ACS 2006-2008

Laborforce 

Californian laborforce 18234309 Chinese laborforce in percentage 3

Mexican laborforce 4968537 Mexican laborforce in percentage 27

Chinese laborforce 600804

Californian % Californian labor forceMexican % Mex Mex share Chinese %Ch Ch share

Farming, fishing 255280 1,4 213647 4,3 84 601 0,1 0,2

Service 3118067 17,1 1167606 23,5 37 77504 12,9 2,5

Construction 1659322 9,1 720438 14,5 43 21629 3,6 1,3

Production, transport 2060476,917 11,3 958928 19,3 47 46262 7,7 2,2

Sales and office 4667983,104 25,6 1142764 23 24 141189 23,5 3,0

Management 6491414,004 35,6 765155 15,4 12 314220 52,3 4,8

Table: 4.11 Percentage of different occupations

Source: same data as table 4.10, calculations based on ACS 2006-2008
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Table: 4.12 Occupational choice according to sex 

Source: ACS 2006-2008

Mexican male Mex female Mex total Chinese male Ch female Ch total

Farming, fishing 5,4 2,7 4,3 0,1 0 0,1

Service 20,4 28,2 23,5 11 14,9 12,9

Construction 23,6 0,7 14,5 6,5 0,4 3,6

Production, transport 24 12,2 19,3 8,5 6,8 7,7

Sales and office 14,7 35,4 23 19,8 27,5 23,5

Management 11,9 20,7 15,4 54,1 50,4 52,3

Table: 4.13 Median hourly wages in $

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010
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Service 10,78

Sales and office 14,8
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Table: 4.14 Occupational choice of the foreign-born

Source: ACS 2006-2008

Mex foreign-born Mex US-born Ch foreign-born Ch US-born

Service 27,7 23,5 14,6 12,9

Sales and office 14,4 23 21,7 23,5

Production, transport 24 19,3 7,7 7,7

Management 8,9 15,4 52,3 52,3

Construction 17,9 14,5 3,5 3,6

Farming, fishing 7,1 4,3 0,1 0,1

Table: 4.15 Occupational choice of the foreign-born according to sex

Source: ACS 2006-2008

Mex foreign-born Mex male Mex female Ch foreign-born Ch male Ch female

Service 27,7 23 37,2 14,6 12,4 17

Sales and office 14,4 9,5 24,2 21,7 18 25,7

Production, transport 24 26 20,1 7,7 8,5 6,9

Management 8,9 7 12,5 52,3 54,6 50

Construction 17,9 26,5 0,8 3,5 6,5 0,4

Farming, fishing 7,1 8 5,3 0,1 0,1 0
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Table: 4.16 Poverty rates

Source: ACS 2006-2008

Total pop Mexican Chinese

All families 9,6 17,5 9,3

With related children u 18 14,2 21,6 9,6

With related children u 5 13 20,1 7,6

Married couple 5,7 12,4 7,9

With related children u 18 8,1 14,9 7,3

With related children u 5 6 12,2 5,5

Female householder no husband 24,1 34,6 18

With related children u 18 31,9 41,4 26,1

With related children u 5 37 43,7 28,9

Table: 4.17 Real income

Source: Own calculations based on ACS 2006-2008

difference in percent

White Mexican Chinese Mexican 61 percent of white family

Family size 3,34 4,28 3,4 Mexican 48 percent pr.  pers of white 

Income pr family in $ 76173 46406 88841 Mexican 52 percent of Chinese family

pr person in $ 22806 10843 26130 Mexican 41 percent of Chinese
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Table: 4.18 Incarceration rates in California among different ethnicities 

Source: PPIC, July 2011

Table: 4.19 Arrests 

Source: CIS, Taking back the Streets: ICE and Local Law Enforcement Target Immigrant Groups , 2006  



Louisa Dahlin Friberg 
A comparative analysis of Chinese and Mexican immigrants in California  

APPENDIX: TABLES and MAPS 

 A15 

Map 1 California County Map 

Source: California Department of Education

Map 2 Mexico States Map

Source: http://www.imaginestudio.org/travel/mexico2007/html/chew_on_mexico.html  
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Map 3 China Provinces Map 

Source: http://www.topnews.in/china-makes-final-preparations-first-space-walk-265199  

 


