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Community and individual history—evolution of the community and the contemporary 
sociopolitical system. In Fresno, as in the case of other communities with concentrations 
of immigrants, this “vertical” dimension includes in addition to community civic history, 
the individual migration histories of arriving immigrants and migration networks, their 
home country experiences and perspectives as well as trends and evolving agendas—
locally, regionally, and statewide. 
 
Modes of civic and political participation—the textures of civic and political life in a 
community. This aspect of an analysis is crucial since individuals’ and groups’ 
experience with one mode of civic engagement inevitably is a factor in determining 
which other types of activities will ultimately involve them. In particular, engagement in 
electoral politics and voting grow up out of experience in a range of non-political civic 
contexts (particularly for immigrants since so many are disenfranchised due to 
immigration status).  
 
Fresno also provides a valuable opportunity to reflect on ways in which Latino immigrant 



but catalyzed myriad local laws, ordinances and initiatives—some well-intentioned, some even promising as first steps in working toward civic integration of diverse groups, but mostly ill-informed and polarizing.2 Immigration policy, that is federal policy regarding migration, has always been the framework for de facto immigrant social policy—but the issue of developing a proactive policy framework to promote successful social and civic integration has usually been neglected or consigned to rhetorical exhortations by nativists about what immigrants should do and don’t do.3    However, there have also been some well-reasoned calls for serious, focused, attention to the central challenge of immigrant civic integration.4  There has also been growing recognition that this process is actually one of mutual adaptation---that immigrants and native-born populations must both change for communities to evolve in a healthy direction.5 However, ironically, it was only in 2007 that a consensus emerged that the “architecture” of federal policy vis-à-vis immigrants must have as a main pillar, a strategy to address the challenges of immigrant social and civic integration.6 Within the national political context, the di 







employment in the county.16  Thus, the overwhelming majority are likely to have first 
come to the area to do farmwork and consequently their educational profile is very much 
like that of the farmworker population. 
 
A tabulation of National Agricultural Worker Survey (NAWS) data on California 
farmworkers (Rosenberg, Steirman, Gabbard, and Mines 1998) provides a detailed 
profile of the predominantly immigrant California farm labor force.  This snapshot is 
likely to fairly reasonably capture the typical socioeconomic characteristics of Fresno 
County’s Latino immigrants.17   Almost three-quarters (72%) of the foreign-born 
farmworkers had 7 years or less schooling (primaria or secundaria).  Only 7% had been 
able to take ESL or GED classes. Three-quarters earned less than $10,000 per year and 
60% of the families lived in poverty.   
 
One-third (35%) of these farmworkers had lived in the U.S. for less than 5 years and 
were, therefore, likely sojourners or not yet very well oriented to local life, while another 
one-third or so (31%) had lived in the U.S. for 15 or more years and were, therefore, 
likely to  be settled immigrants.  During the period of the surveys, 42% of the 
farmworkers interviewed were unauthorized immigrants with no legal status, while 
almost half (48%) were legal permanent residents (LPR’s).  Contrary to popular lore, 
many of the IRCA-legalized farmworkers have remained in agriculture throughout their 
working lives and settled in the Fresno area, although as this immigrant cohort ages, there 
is an ongoing influx of new Mexican farmworkers taking their place. Almost half (47%) 
of farmworker LPR’s, most of them now in middle-age, are technically “migrants” but 
most travel to work is in the San Joaquin Valley region. The interstate migrants who 
travel north to Oregon for summer berry harvest work or Washington for apple 
harvesting in the fall are predominantly younger unaccompanied men.  Consequently 
most Fresno-area farmworkers’ lives are firmly rooted in the local communities where 
they reside.  
 
Profile of Fresno County Naturalized Latino Immigrants  
 
The 2005 American Community Survey tabulations estimate that there are 29,819 Latino 
immigrants in Fresno County who successfully achieved citizenship.  This is consistent 
with Department of Homeland Security tabulations which do not break naturalizations 
out by national origin but which do provide insights about recent trends. Over the past 
decade (1997-2006) only 25,169 Fresno County immigrants were naturalized.  This is 

                                                 
16 Author’s estimate based on data presented by Professors Bert Mason and Philip Martin (Slide 7, 
“California Farm Labor Force”), at 2006 Conference on Immigration Reform and Agriculture, University 
of California DC Center. 
 
17 The tabulation draws on pooled data from 1,885 California farmworker interviews conducted in the 
periodniwD



actually a very low yield of naturalized citizens given the fact that nationally more than 
6.2 million immigrants were naturalized during this period.18   
 
An analysis by the Public Policy Institute of California (Johnson and Reyes 1999) 
reported similar findings estimating that, at  that in 1990, there were 28,586 naturalized 
immigrants in Fresno County—24% of the immigrants legally able to naturalize and 18% 
of the overall immigrant population.   
 
Mexican immigrants’ very low success rate in achieving citizenship results in large 
measure from the fact that most have low levels of educational attainment, are “working 
poor”, and live in “linguistically isolated” neighborhoods where relatively few 
households speak English well.  Thus, opportunities for learning English informally are 
few and the challenges of demonstrating English proficiency formidable (Kissam and 
Jeter 2000; Kissam 2007).  Reyes and Johnson used a logistic regression model to 
identify contextual factors associated with low county-level rates of naturalization and 
reported that San Joaquin Valley agribusiness counties with high proportions of 
immigrants like Fresno County had particularly low rates of naturalization while counties 
with lower concentrations of immigrants and urban counties had higher rates. 
 
Overall Profile of Fresno County Latino Immigrants by Legal Status 
 
The American Community Survey (ACS) 2005 data suggest that more than half (51%) of 
Fresno County’s Latino immigrants are ineligible for legal status.19  Since only about 
18% of the entire immigrant population are naturalized and the Latino immigrants have 
lower naturalization rates than European, African, and Asian Immigrants, this suggests 
that about 31% are legal permanent residents. Although the exact breakdown of Latino 
immigrants in Fresno County who are unauthorized, temporary residents (under TPR 
status or family unity provisions), legal permanent residents, and naturalized citizens is 
unknown, the Census Bureau and NAWS data provide reasonable indicators of this 
distribution. 

                                                 
18 “Persons Naturalized by Core-Based Statistical Area”, Table 23, Department of Homeland Security 
website. 
 
19 Author’s estimate. The ACS data, of course, do not directly report immigrants’ legal status (although 
there is a breakout of naturalized immigrants—a subset of the total).  However, relatively few post-1986 
Mexican immigrants have been eligible for LPR status due to the numerical caps on family petitions and 
the low rate of naturalization of Mexican-origi
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Figure 1: Matrix of Timeline and Key Historical Periods and Events in History of Fresno Latino Immigrants’ Civic Activism 
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Key Systems and Issue Areas Which Draw Fresno-Area Immigrants into Civic Participation (continued) 
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relevance and resonance of these efforts are evident in the fact that Se’e’Savi continued 
to grow well after its initial founders turned their attention elsewhere. 
 
Transforming Institutions and Creating New Ones 
 
Philanthropist Craig McGarvey, whose career has included more than  a decade of efforts 
to nurture immigrant civic participation, was visionary in framing the goal of such efforts  
as relating not only to increased participation in existing institutions and civic processes 
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to make existing institutions “do right” but to transform them.27   It is clear that Viveros’ 
initial involvement in the “Chicano takeover” of the Parlier City Council began at least in 
part as civic engagement in search of social justice.  However, this led him rapidly, as 
Mayor of Parlier, to fundamentally changing local government’s way of “doing business”  
(e.g. disbanding the police department and re-channeling money into housing re-
development in response to local residents’ own sense of priorities.28 Ultimately, looking 
back over three decades, his career has seems best understood as more on  building 
institutions than as an opponent of “the system”.  His efforts as a very young adult to 
establish of the Universidad de Aztlan in Del Rey, one of the extraordinary efforts of the 
Chicano movement toward creating educational institutions which reflected Mexican 
cultural heritage, on into civic life as Mayor of Parlier, and then, as part of a statewide 
movement in the 1970’s to establish a rural health system which would be responsive to 
the needs of farmworkers and other low-income rural Mexican immigrants, provides 
powerful evidence of the value of immigrant human and “civic capital” as a resource for 
systemic change, evolution .29  
 
Although twenty years later, the actual network of community health clinics which 
emerged from the vision of Fresno-area immigrant activists and others does not actually 
live up to the original vision, as with Velasquez’s efforts in the Social Service 
Department, the impact of Mexican immigrant civic action is of historical importance 
 
The founding of Radio Bilingue in 1976 must also be seen as part of this strand of 
Fresno-area Mexican immigrants seeking not simply to “participate” or “get access” to 
existing institutions but, rather, to transform the concept of public radio, moving it in the 
direction of community radio, implying responsiveness to community concerns and 
offering an electronic forum for community discussion, instead of toward programming 



of existence to secure adequate financial support to fully implement its vision—it has 
been successful in going well beyond the “envelope” of the institutional mainstream.  The 
station’s consistent insistence on using the power of the media, for example, to reject 
music which undermines cultural progress (narco-corridos), its insistence on diverse 
programming to different audience segments (both middle-aged settled Mexican 
immigrant families and 2nd generation Mexican-American youth and adults), and 
commitment to serving transnational migrant audiences—with La Hora Mixteca, now 
broadcast in Baja California and Oaxaca, as well as in California—are all successes of 
national importance. 
 
Personal Security as A Driver of Civic Engagement 
 
Policies generally lumped together under the general category of “immigration issues”, in 
the light of Fresno County Latino immigrants’ experience and civic involvement, fall into 
at least four related, but distinct sets of concerns—one focused on personal security in 
day to day life, others focused on several different but distinct issues including family 
unity, access to services conditioned on legal status, and political voice. 
The history of Latino immigrants’ civic engagement in Fresno County provides a 
powerful reminder that civic involvement often does not emerge from a sense of duty or 
from a hope to make community life better but, rather, from the need for individuals and 
groups to defend themselves from attack. 
 
State passage of Proposition 187 in 1994, while presented by its proponents as being a 
fiscal measure focused only on state government expenditures was correctly recognized 
by Latino immigrants in Fresno County as an attack which imperiled their future.  
Similarly,  the 2006 Sensenbrenner Bill, viewed by many legislators as simply part of 
ongoing Congressional negotiations regarding immigration reform was seen by Mexican 
immigrants as a direct threat (in part because Mexican immigrants remember better than 
the general public that in the 1930’s Mexicans—including US-born citizens—were 
deported to Mexico). Similarly, ICE raids in immigrant neighborhoods—presented 
technically by Homeland Security as being part of narrowly-targeted law enforcement 
efforts—were recognized as threats to the entire community.   
 
In a certain sense, it appears they were seen as evidence of new resolve to rewrite the 
social contract governing Mexico-US migration where the tacit “rules of the game” were 
that Mexican immigrants could live and work in areas such as Fresno without 
interference (e.g. there have not been field sweeps by the Border Patrol for several 
decades) as long as  they were willing to settle for working in a sociopolitical 
environment where they would not have equal legal rights or equitable access to services 
available to other community residents.   
 
In many regards, the massive involvement in efforts to pass Drivers’ License legislation 
falls into this category also—in part, because opposition to a rational legal solution to 
technical problems, i.e. immigrants’ inability to purchase car insurance without a drivers’ 
license, their vulnerability to penalties for driving without a license they were prohibited 
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from applying for, was seen as outright attack, in part because the legislative back-and-
forth were so clearly political. 
 
Immigration Reform-Family Unity, Freedom to Travel 
 
For Mexican immigrants in Fresno County, as for immigrants throughout the country, 
immigration reform is a very high priority.  What most deserves note, perhaps, is that for 
this population of primarily rural-to-rural area migrants with low levels of educational 
attainment, family unity and the freedom to return home, more than political voice per se, 
is the driving rationale for involvement.  This is a reminder that immigration issues 
cannot be understood as relating only to individual legal status; they relate to the basic 
human right of living with one’s family.  The human dimensions of the issues are: 
children separated from parents who went north alone so as to spare them the dangers of 
desert-crossing, teenage farmworkers who are lonely for their parents and girl friends, 
middle-aged adults torn by pressures to return home to care for an ailing relative or bury 
a deceased mother or father conflicting with concerns about the costs and possible 
consequences of dying or being apprehended while re-entering the U.S. after a family trip 
home.  
 
Equitable Access to Crucial Services 
 
The third aspect of an immigration policy where almost an entire generation of post-
IRCA Mexican immigrants has been in the legal limbo of unauthorized status due to the 
harsh provisions of IIRIRA relating to status adjustment of family members who had 
settled in the U.S., the low annual quota on family petitions for Mexican-born famu5 T5bs6 Tn94207 515.7608 Tm63 Tc 4r
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same time, many of the settled Mexican immigrants who cannot vote or hold office 
because they are not citizens but who have lived for decades in small rural communities 
such as Parlier, Orange Cove, Huron, and others with Latino political leadership consider 
themselves to have a stake in community life. Whether or not these community residents 
can themselves vote or hold office, their perspectives do carry weight in local civic 
dialogue, in consideration of priorities, and in a very real sense the earliest, as well as 
more recent transitions to Latino political leadership, are as much related to these settled 
Mexican immigrants as to the citizen-voters who actually went to the voting booths.  
 
Fresno County’s long history of Mexico-California migration makes it an area where it is 
possible, in a sense, to look one or two decades into the future to understand how a 
newly-pluralistic social and political environment will change community civic life.  
Latinos are seriously under-represented in the electorate---making up only 26% of all 
registered voters despite being 40% of the county’s population.31  However, despite 
under-representation in Fresno political life, Mexican immigrants and their families have 
been well represented by those Mexican-Americans who have been elected to office.  The 
perspectives of immigrants have been represented on City Councils, County Boards of 
Supervisors, local school boards, and in other venues.  Even good representation and 
responsive leadership do not always prevail and surely local government institutions are 
not optimally responsive to Latino immigranip d5not optimi



line is that Fresno County’s Mexican-American elected officials have, indeed, been 
responsive to their interests—where in some other areas, co-ethnics ended up with little 
or no sense of “solidarity” with “the immigrant community”.   
 
At the same time, in the formal political realm, Fresno County is in transition.  The 
political landscape continues to be shaped in large measure by the wealth of agribusiness 





convoluted processes of local school board governance, planning commission 
proceedings). 
 
Given these considerations it is important to recognize that the richest set of opportunities 
for Latino immigrant civic engagem



Yet, at the same time, it deserves note that institutional/structural developments play a 
major role in assuring that individuals’ hum



The interplay between culture, economic systems, the legal framework, and individual 
experiences affect everyone in our society but are, inevitably, more powerful and 
complex in the lives of migrants—because migration involves intertwined strands of loss 







opportunities to engage in very different modes of civic participation (e.g. as dancers in 
Se’e’Savi working to sustain traditional cultural capital, as community activists 
monitoring local police treatment of immigrants, as local demonstrators in a network of 
national demonstrations against the Sensenbrenner bill, as volunteers in community radio, 
or as mainstream community leaders serving on the school board, city council, board of 
supervisors, or in the state legisla





The Role of Civic Recruitment Networks and Strategies for Configuring Them 
 
One of the curious aspects of “official” thinking about promoting civic participation is 
that civic activities in “the U.S. democratic system” are often talked about as being 
primarily individual ones and civic participation is framed as individual duty, more than 
as a dimension of social life.  Individuals are presented as demonstrating their civic worth 
by volunteering, forming their own individual opinions after duly reflecting on issues 
being debated in public, expressing their opinions in community meetings or in the voting 
booth, and making isolated individual decisions to become actively involved in civic life 
as candidates for office.   
 
In reality, most civic activities are structured by and around social groups and group 
activities—shaped significantly by individual outlook and commitment but also by 
family, peer group, and community (or communities in a contemporary world where 
social affiliation is often based on other linkages than physical proximity).  The 
organizational frameworks for these “civic recruitment networks”, that is, the 
organizations that reach out to individuals to engage them in a particular type of civic 
activity, are diverse  These include an extraordinarily broad span of organizations—
churches, civic groups such as the League of Women Voters, business-based groups such 
as the Lions and the Rotary, political party organizations, unions, community organizing 
groups such as PICO and IAF affiliates, and immigrant organizations such as the FIOB.    
Some analyses of civic participation (such as Putnam’s) err in focusing primarily on 
formal organizational affiliation, the reality, especially in the lives of Mexican 
imm
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