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While the US federal government has long
held the power and authority to shape and influ-
ence policies and practices of integrating new im-
migrant communities, local and state govern-
ments have increasingly taken on the role. Re-
sponses have varied considerably, ranging any-
where from efforts aimed at improving the well-
being of immigrants through greater access to so-
cial services, education, and economic opportuni-
ty to policies and practices that deny immigrants
basic human rights. Why do some regions re-
spond positively while others negatively? How
and under what conditions do actors and organi-
zations make proactive immigrant integration ef-
forts?

Using in-depth case studies and recent US
census data, Unsettled Americans describes and
analyzes immigrant integration or “the extent to
which new immigrant communities are making
economic, social, and civic progress, and closing
gaps with the native-born mainstream” (p. 3). The
concept of immigrant integration relates centrally

to debates, issues, and questions regarding citi-
zenship. Understanding and explaining the extent
to which and why different kinds of localities re-
spond to different kinds of immigrants not only
speaks to the contested nature of citizenship but
also shows that the reality boundaries of exclu-
sion are maintained and contested at the local lev-
el.

Extant studies examining related issues and
questions have focused on individual attitudes
and how these are shaped by local and national
factors, in addition to the dynamics of political
competition among native-born and immigrant
racial and ethnic groups.[1] Other studies have fo-
cused more on the roles of bureaucratic structure
and civic organizations.[2] Unsettled Americans
builds on and extends these insights through a
comparativist and regionalist approach, examin-
ing responses to immigrant communities across
older and newer receiving destinations and with-
in each of them. Indicators of positive reception
include efforts to promote immigrant integration



through the adoption of new programs; the re-
design of existing programs to take into account
new immigrant flows; and the degree of coopera-
tion between government, business elites, service
delivery organizations, and community advocacy
groups. The authors measure negative reception
as anti-immigrant mobilization, strong local en-
forcement practices, and the failure to provide ba-
sic services to immigrant communities.

In addition to the reality of integrated region-
al economies and disparate governance, the re-
gionalist approach is necessitated by changes in
geographical concentrations of immigrant popula-
tions from central, urban cities to the outer lying
suburban areas, in addition to the varied social,
political, and economic dynamics across regions.
John Mollenkopf and Manuel Pastor highlight
some key characteristics in chapter 1 that make
the selected regions practical choices, both in
their own right and as useful, contrasting compar-
isons. The first three regions—New York, Chicago,
and Los Angeles—are longtime recipients of im-
migrants with established infrastructures for in-
corporating immigrants. The editors also selected
the Inland Empire of Southern California for its
emerging immigration and its contrasts to “near-
by” Los Angeles. New immigrant destinations fea-
tured in the volume include Charlotte, Phoenix,
and San José.

In setting up the broader context of immi-
grant integration, Pastor and Mollenkopf examine
broad trends and patterns across all regions and
across time using a large-N analysis. Contempo-
rary patterns of US immigration differ from those
of the pre-civil rights era, in large part due to ba-
sic structure and framework set by the 1965 Hart-
Keller Act. In place of the nation-based quota sys-
tem, the law reapplied relatively equal hemi-
spheric caps with access to entry largely based on
the principle of family reunification and desirabil-
ity of labor skills. In effect, this has led to the in-
crease US immigration from non-European coun-
tries with desirable labor supply and historically
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close ties to the United States, including Asia,
Latin America, and the Caribbean. Pooling data
from the 2010-12 census, Pastor and Mollenkopf
(chapter 2) show that the racial composition of the
foreign-born population has changed. Latino im-
migrants, particularly those of Mexican origin,
make up the large plurality of immigrants who
entered in 2000 or later. With the exception of
Chicago, where Eastern European immigrants
comprise a significant share, Asian ethnic groups,
including Chinese, Asian Indian, Filipino, Korean,
and Vietnamese, make up the second largest
share of “new” immigrants.

While each chapter is unique in organization,
analysis, and style, the body of work here is envi-
sioned as a single enterprise. The team re-
searchers featured in this collection collectively
developed the analytical and research framework
and met with one another throughout the process.
They developed common interview protocols,
shared field notes with the whole group, and par-
ticipated in debriefings. Each was assigned to one
of the seven areas, some working together and in
different combinations, and each conducted sepa-
rate historical background research and inter-
view data collection. Across cases, the authors uti-
lize similar frameworks, focusing on demograph-
ic, political, economic, and geographical dynamics
within a selected metropolitan region. Findings
are largely based on qualitative and statistical
data from the US Census Bureau, reports and sur-
veys from community groups and governmental
agencies, and mainstream and ethnic-specific me-
dia. The case studies also draw heavily from inter-
views with a range of political actors, including
but not limited to public officials, community ac-
tivists, and business representatives. The editors
synthesize these findings in the final chapter and
offer practical suggestions for improving immi-
grant integration. Because each chapter uniquely
contributes to the overall mosaic that is metropol-
itan-level immigrant integration, this review ad-
dresses each case study in turn, briefly summariz-



ing key arguments, and concludes with related is-
sues and questions.

In their study of the New York metro area, Els
de Graauw, Diana R. Gordon, and Mollenkopf
demonstrate that responses to the concerns and
needs of immigrant communities are highly local-
ized with regional partnerships nearly absent. In
the highly diverse, heterogeneous, and traditional
immigrant destination of New York City, grass-
roots community-based organizations and
statewide coaltions engage in multifaceted, suc-
cessful efforts to improve language access and to
end language discrimination in public agencies
and other immigrant-serving institutions. On
thornier issues, such as the coordination of local
law enforcement with US Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE), the authors argue that
activists have been relatively less successful due
to framing of the issue and the non-codified prac-
tice of local-federal enforcement coordination.

While movement activism in the central city
is palpable, de Graauw, Gordon, and Mollenkopf
find relatively weak ties to the more conservative
and white out lying area of Suffolk County. In-
deed, a decline in the non-Hispanic white share of
the population by the 1990s paralleled a hostile
reception to new immigrants, the majority of
whom were low-status immigrants from Mexico.
Conservative political elites encouraged the hos-
tile environment that culminated in hate violence
and subsequently encouraged the formation of
some pro-immigrant organizations and coalitions
at the local level. The authors argue that while
some change in regional response by city-based
advocacy groups may be on the horizon, the lack
of any sort of regional administrative structure
and the fragmented nature of politics in the re-
gion overall discourage these efforts.

In chapter 4, Jaime Dominguez examines the
political implications of rapid immigration in the
context of the greater Chicago area where black-
white cleavages, a machine-dominated political
system, and rapid growth of immigrant groups
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comprise some of the key factors shaping recep-
tion. Dominguez highlights the formation of the
Daley political coalition, drawing an important
contrast between Latino and African American
political incorporation. While the latter posed a
threat to machine dominance dating back to the
early 1980s, Latino elected officials and the
strength of Latino-based partisan organizations
suggest that machine politics has been central to
Latino success and the partial integration of Lati-
no immigrant groups. Drawing on instances of po-
litical conflict and cooperation between different
groups, Dominguez suggests that these alliances
have also limited potential opportunities to pur-
sue more progressive, social justice-oriented
strategies of immigrant integration and ones that
address the concerns of low-income, monolingual,
and non-Latino immigrants.

While immigrants make up a similar share of
the total population in the surrounding suburban
areas and some city government-led initiatives
have linked the concerns of immigrant communi-
ties, according to Dominguez, responses in the
suburbs have been varied, ranging mostly from
anti-immigrant to symbolic recognition. This dis-
tinction is useful and may be highlighted in other
cases. Like many of the suburban localities in this
book, the political structure of surrounding coun-
ties and municipalities engenders disparate re-
sponses and volatility. Even under fragmentation,
the geographical dimensions of immigrant inte-
gration suggest that municipalities known for
their anti-immigrant rhetoric actually encouraged
pro-immigrant sentiment in neighboring areas.

Moving west to metropolitan Los Angeles,
Pastor, Juan De Lara, and Rachel Rosner (chapter
5) attribute pro-immigrant initiatives and institu-
tions to the ongoing work of creating and sustain-
ing coalitions that “reframe narratives and trans-
form systems of political influence” (p. 105). The
grassroots, bottom-up approach of social move-
ment building is not new to Los Angeles and is in-
extricably linked to the electoral victories and pol-



icy agendas of elected officials. Although local ac-
tors and organizations are supportive of immi-
grant integration, they are supportive with differ-
ing approaches and strategies—ranging from col-
orblind approaches that focus on achievable, tan-
gible political victories to (pan)ethnic approaches
to organizing and to envisioning community em-
powerment. The authors focus on two issues re-
lated to immigrant integration in the city: local
law enforcement and education. Drawing on in-
terviews with members of the police force and on
ICE detainer and deportation reports, Pastor, De
Lara, and Rosner demonstrate that while local po-
lice do not want to be perceived as enforcers of
immigration laws and have taken steps to im-
prove their relationship with different immigrant
communities, they have not always delivered on
their promises. In terms of education, organiza-
tions and groups representing different communi-
ties have brought parents and students together
to press for basic improvements, like better quali-
ty education and access to postsecondary educa-
tion, in addition to stronger interracial relations.
What is not clear in this case, however, is the ex-
tent to which these initiatives are inclusive of the
diversity that is immigrant Los Angeles. Partly
due to the lack of disaggregated data, particularly
with respect to the Asian Pacific American com-
munity, the educational needs and concerns of
more disadvantaged subgroups of Asian Pacific
Americans are made invisible and thus go unad-
dressed.

The Los Angeles region is unlike the cases of
New York and Chicago where institutionalized im-
migrant integration efforts have extended to the
county and state levels. In Los Angeles, there
seems to be some regional spillover in the nearby
town of Maywood, where the population is over
90 percent Latino and where nearly 50 percent
are foreign-born. But, as the authors demonstrate,
demography is not destiny. The authors examine a
“political revolution” led by grassroots Latino
community-based organizations (and without the
significant contributions of Labor and the Demo-
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cratic Party) that formed to challenge unlawful
DUI (driving under the influence) checkpoints and
political corruption among local public officials.
As a result of this grassroots organizing, the com-
munity was able to transform local and state poli-
tics.

De Lara (chapter 6) examines immigrant inte-
gration in San Bernardino and Riverside Counties
(also known as the Inland Empire), directly east of
Los Angeles. Although this region has garnered
less attention from movement activists, growing
anti-immigrant rhetoric and “send them back”
protests have forced it into the spotlight. Between
1990 and 2012, the population of the Inland Em-
pire nearly doubled in size, with much of this in-
crease attributable to inland migration of immi-
grant and native-born Latinos and Asian Ameri-
cans. Latino immigrants, however, make up a ma-
jority of all recent immigrants (since 2000) in the
region, the largest share across all regions (see ta-
ble 2.1). De Lara argues that the dominance of
white, conservative political elites, in addition to a
relatively unorganized business class, contributes
to the hostile reception. And although national or-
ganizations have turned their attention to immi-
grant communities in the area, community ac-
tivists and organizations express frustration, and
rightfully so, that few outside groups work toward
building the leadership of community members
in ways that will build and sustain a social move-
ment.

In contrast to De Lara’s chapter on the Inland
Empire where the business class is tepid and un-
organized, Michael Jones-Correa’s study of Char-
lotte (chapter 7) suggests that business sectors in
the region, particularly in banking and energy, act
as surrogates in the immigrant integration pro-
cesses. Indeed, large corporations have long
housed their operations in Charlotte and actively
pursued strategies that would make the region
more attractive to international business enter-
prise and immigrant labor. In the mid-2000s, the
tenor shifted toward a more hostile reception and



adverse conditions. This is particularly evident in
terms of local policing, which has turned toward
active coordination with ICE. Charlotte and Meck-
lenberg County’s development of federal immigra-
tion enforcement mechanisms at the regional lev-
el includes sixty-six active memoranda of agree-
ments, a regional detention unit, and a federal im-
migration court. Greater efforts were made in the
late 2000s to address and diffuse tensions be-
tween Latino immigrants and the police, a shift
that Jones-Correa attributes to changes in leader-
ship that promote the belief that immigrants con-
tribute positively to business and economic devel-
opment. Still, however, “greater public outreach
to immigrant arrivals seemed largely the result of
individual, ad hoc efforts” (p. 178). Community
service organizations are still nascent, reaching
only a fraction of the Latino residents.

In chapter 8, Doris Marie Provine and Paul G.
Lewis examine the immigration (non)integration
in the new destination of Phoenix, where the im-
migrant share of the total population increased at
a faster rate than that of Charlotte. Provine and
Lewis argue that, in addition to the demographic
distance between racial/ethnic immigrants and
the native born, state policies, driven by suburban
and rural interests and bolstered by legislation
and legal rulings at the federal level, played key
roles in the overtly hostile and nativist reception.
In 2004 and 2005 alone, for example, a series of
measures were passed in the state legislature,
with strong voter support, that restricted access to
employment, education, and suffrage, and tight-
ened sanctions on employers of unauthorized im-
migrants. While some of the most legally suspect
measures garnered some response of the federal
government, the federal government's response
only seemed to embolden state and county au-
thorities in their pursuance of harsher penalities
and enforcement measures. The authors’ inter-
views with community activists also suggest that
group cleavages, such as generation and class,
further inhibited the development of strong com-
munity response. In addition, mainstream civic
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and political leaders, though sympathetic, flew
under the radar and feared political retaliation if
associated with efforts to integrate immigrants.

Finally, a model of sorts is presented in the
last case—a multiethnic/mulitracial region with a
new and growing immigrant population. Pastor,
Rosner, and Jennifer Tran argue that in San José
and in the broader Santa Clara County, immi-
grant-friendly practices and policies occur at
nearly all levels of the immigrant integration
stream. Why such a positive reception? In con-
trast to some of the traditional receiving gate-
ways, Pastor, Rosner, and Tran argue, immigrants
are perceived as an integral part of government,
society, and the economy. Over 40 percent of all
voters are either foreign-born or the children of
immigrants, and they elect candidates who invest
the time, energy, and money into improving the
lives of immigrants. Immigrant-oriented service
and advocacy are not the sole province of profes-
sional staff or community volunteers but interwo-
ven in business and labor groups.

Looping back to the main themes of the book,
the individual case studies and statistical analysis
provide convincing evidence for the claim that de-
mographic distance, local and regional political
dynamics, and the racialization of immigrant
groups all matter in shaping the responses to im-
migration in the twenty-first-century American
context. There are some conceptual and theoreti-
cal questions remaining: Who are the “new” im-
migrants? What is the relationship between the
goal(s) of immigrant integration and social jus-
tice? What is social justice? How and under what
conditions may some efforts to promote the suc-
cessful integration of immigrants inhibit (or en-
courage) the transformation of multiple, intersect-
ing boundaries of exclusion and oppression? In
the twenty-first-century context, is the latter nec-
essary to achieve the former?

Racialization clearly matters, but it is not al-
ways clear in the case studies how racial frames
are used, for what purposes, and with what impli-



cations for processes of immigrant integration
and empowerment. Racialization may involve the
grouping of non-white immigrants (and the na-
tive-born) of diverse ethnicities, backgrounds, and
cultures as “foreigners” and “outsiders” and as
“hardworking” and “pure.” Both of these frames
may contribute to the exclusion and marginaliza-
tion of non-white groups. While positive stereo-
typing may be associated with immigrant-friendly
reception, it may also have deleterious effects on
the communities in question, weakening mecha-
nisms of accountability and pitting differently po-
sitioned groups against one another, not only
across communities of color but within them as
well. To what extent does (de)racialization create
opportunities for the incorporation of some
groups while creating barriers to incorporation
for others? While some chapters speak to this is-
sue, greater delineation and conceptualization of
the processes associated with racialization/
panethnicization would be useful.

Finally, racialization is also a fundamentally
gendered and sexualized process.[3] Studies of
immigrant integration may also benefit from a
greater focus on the identities and activism of
Latina, Asian Pacific American, and Afro-Car-
ribbean immigrant women. Lessons from the
scholarship and activism of US women of color
suggest that movements that grapple with only
one form of inequality negate the existence of
those whose experiences lie at the intersections of
multiple oppressions. If immigrant integration is
viewed as the extent to which new immigrant
communities are making progress toward closing
the gap with the native-born mainstream, then
the inclusion of the stories and experiences of
groups whose identities lie at the intersections of
race, gender, class, and nativity is certainly war-
ranted.
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