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POVERTY, THE UNDERClASS, AND IMMIGRATION: 
ANOTHER LOOK AT THE DEBATE ON POVERTY 

Elizabeth Mueller 

Abstract 
The current popular debate on poverty focuses on the 
underclass. Poverty is considered, in this context, a 
problem of unskilled, uneducated individuals or of 
groups of people whose lifestyles mire them in poverty. 
In this article, the author argues that the focus on the 
underclass, and subsequent use of individually and 
culturally focused explanations for poverty, skew our 
understanding of the problem and divert our attention 
from appropriate policy responses. Using evidence 
from four different periods of immigration into Ameri
can cities, an argument is presentecf for the importance 
of structural ani:/ institutional factors in understanding 
the success or failure of each group to find work and 
move up. The author concludes that these factors are 
better able to account for poverty and justify increased 
attention to structural conditions in poverty. 

Introduction 
In recent years, the debate around poverty in this country has been 

commandeered by the conseiVatives. Using the language of l iberals, 
they have reframed the problem of poverty. It has become (once 
again) a problem of behavior: The poor have been reduced to the 
underclass, a small segment of the poor said to exhibit a pathology 
that mires them more deeply, and across generations, in poverty. 1 It 
has become a problem of misbehaving individuals or culturally impov
erished groups for which the community bears l ittle or no responsibil
ity. Some argue �hat policies have exacerbated poverty or at least 
contributed to the pathologies mentioned above. 2 Others stress the 
proposed link between poverty and migration, implying that, with time, 
African-Americans and new immigrants wil l  move up, as other migrants 
to the city have. 3 In either case, conseiVative theory suggests a role of 
"benign neglect" for the state. 

This essay wil l  attempt to argue that this definition of the problem of 
poverty diverts our attention from its basic causes and, therefore, from 
appropriate policies meant to alleviate its generation as wel l  as its conse
quences for people. I wil l  argue that to best understand the successful 
integration -- or the exclusion -- of certain groups in American cities, it is 
imperative that structural and institutional factors be examined. To i l lus
trate this point, I wil l  first introduce basic evidence concerning the 
magnitude of poverty in this country and then proceed to a brief discus-
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sion of different theoretical perspectives on the causes of poverty. In  
order to test the usefulness of  these theories, I will then try them out as 
explanations for the experiences of four waves of migrants to American 
cities. 4 This will put the present debate in a historical context. 

Basic Facts on Poverty and the "Underclass" 
The number of poor people has increased substantially in the last 

fifteen years in the United States, even as the economy has grown.s 
The most recent peak in the number of poor occurred in 1 983, when 
those counted as poor numbered 35.3 mill ion, or 1 5.2 percent of the 
population. This was the first time such a height had been reached 
since the early 1 960s. By 1 987, the number had decreased sl ightly to 
32.5 mil l ion, or 1 3 .5 percent of the population. Both figures represent 
an increase from the historic low reached in 1 979, when 9 percent of 
the population were poor.6 

Who is poor among us is also changing. Poverty is increasingly a 
phenomenon of racial and ethnic minorities. While the majority of the 
poor continue to be white, poverty is increasing at a much more rapid 
rate among African-Americans and H ispanics. In 1 987, the poverty rate 
for African-Americans was 33 .1  percent, an increase of 6.5 percent 
over the previous year. For Hispanics, the rate was 28.2 percent, an 
increase of 3 percent. 

Some groups have shown decreasing rates of poverty. In 1 987, the 
poverty rate for whites was 1 0.5 percent, representing a decrease of 4.5 
percent from the previous year. Poverty among the elderly -- both Afri
can-American and white -- has decreased since the introduction of Social 
Security. In contrast, poverty among elderly H ispanics remains high 
(22.5 percent in 1 986) and shows cycles which may be related to reces
sions, reflecting their decreased access to the Social Security system? 

Most poor families were headed in 1 986 by white males (32.2 
percent), followed by African-American females (22.9 percent), white 
females ( 1 7.8 percent), H ispanic males (1 0.7 percent), African-Ameri
can males (8. 1 percent), and Hispanic females (8 percent). Overall, 
just under half were headed by women.8 However, female-headed 
households are much more l ikely to be poor than are those headed by 
males. More than one of three famil ies headed by women was poor in 
1 986, while the rate for those headed by single males was 1 1 .4 percent 
and for married couples only 6. 1 percent. 

Families with children under 18 are also more l ikely to be poor. In 
1 986 their poverty rate was 1 6.3 percent. Famil ies with children which 
were headed by women fared the worst, with 46 percent in poverty, 
followed by families headed by single men ( 1 7.8 percent). These 
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figures contrast with the much lower rate of 8 percent for married 
couple famil ies.9 In 1 986, 20.5 percent of all children were poor.1 0  

Although they dominate the public debate, the persistently poor (the 
so-called underclass) do not dominate statistically. While many people 
pass through poverty at some point in their lives, few remain poor for 
long periods of time. For the ten year period between 1 974 and 1 983, 
only 5.2 percent of the population were poor for eighty percent of 
the time.1 1  

Of this 5.2 percent, a substantial number lived i n  households with 
intact families (24 percent) or where the head of household was either 
disabled (33 percent) or elderly (21 percent). In 22 percent of such 
households, the head of the household worked for a substantial por
tion of the year. 1 2 On the other hand, the persistently poor were often 
characterized by traits commonly associated with long-term poverty, 
such as welfare dependence (49 percent), unemployment (74 percent), 
or being a high school drop out (78 percent) . 1 3  African-Americans are 
overrepresented among this group, accounting for 66 percent. 1 4  Per
sistently poor households were most often headed by African-Ameri
can women (33 percent), followed by African-American men (21 per
cent) . Heads of households were generally poorly educated, with 
close to half dropping out before the eighth grade. Children 
accounted for 45 percent of the persistently poor. 1 5  

Where the poor live has also changed. There has been a marked 
shift from rural to urban poverty. The poor have been increasingly 
concentrated in the central city and, to a lesser extent, in the suburbs. 
Within cities, the poor are especially concentrated in certain neighbor
hoods. This trend is increasing: a poor neighborhood is now more 
l ikely to be very poor; the majority of those l iving in it -- or close to it -
are l ikely to be poor. 1 6  So, the poor in cities are increasingly isolated 
from others and, perhaps more significantly, the non-poor are isolated 
from the poor. 

In summary, while poverty is increasing, it is growing fastest among 
certain groups. Minorities, women, and children are more often poor 
than in the past. Whites and the elderly are less often poor. Among 
families, those with children which were headed by a single woman 
were most often poor. Spatially, the poor are more often urban and 
are increasingly concentrated in extremely poor neighborhoods within 
cities. Contrary to popular accounts, few people remain poor most of 
their lives. 

Explanations for Poverty 
Arguments about what to do about poverty reflect differing assump

tions about what the problem actually is. Is  it a problem of individual 
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decisions, attitudes fostered by one's culture or environment, lack of 
appropriate jobs, or lack of access to those that exisH These differ
ences in focus mirror intellectual debates which have their roots in 
classical political economy and philosophy. I wil l  make no attempt to 
review these debates here. My purpose is simply to lay out the factors 
upon which each group relies in order to explain the continued exis
tence and growth of poverty. 

The best test of most explanations of poverty is how well they 
explain poverty historically -- for different groups - rather than in one 
case alone. Why is it that some groups have moved up and others 
have not? Before proceeding to our discussion of the cases, I wil l  
briefly characterize three types of explanations below. The three 
explanations to be considered will be label led individual, cultural, and 
structural. 

Individually Focused Explanations 
While in the last century, the poor were often considered moral ly 

defective individuals, the current debate uses the language of econom
ics to legitimize its focus on behavior.1 7 Poverty is explained at an 
individual level; no attempt is made to explain the poverty of groups. 
It is an approach most easily employed in data analysis at a highly 
aggregate level. The general premise is that it is the characteristics of 
the individual -- rather than the race, ethnicity, or other group 
characteristic or experience -- that explain poverty. 

At heart, this type of explanation relies on an assumption that indi
viduals make irrational decisions: they decide not to invest in them
selves or not to participate in the labor force, and therefore, must 
accept the low wages or lack of wages that result. In this, individually 
and culturally based explanations coincide.1 B 

Most typically, education (the determinant of wages, in orthodox 
theory) is the key variable in these arguments.1 9 In my evaluation of 
the mobil ity of four groups of migrants, I will examine the usefulness of 
this focus on the level of skills and education of the immigrants. 

The impl ications of relying on individually focused explanations are 
profound. If individuals are acting irrationally, that puts them beyond 
the realm of public policy in a democratic society. Society cannot tell 
them what to study, what job to take. By impl ication, those who make 
poor choices, it could be argued (and often is), do not deserve public 
assistance: they are the "undeserving poor." Only those seen as poor 
temporarily -- due to a temporary crisis in their lives over which they 
had no control -- are deserving of aid; programs such as unemploy
ment insurance are aimed at them. In contrast, the undeserving poor 
are today's underclass. Programs aimed at the underclass barely pro-
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vide for their subsistence: they do not deserve any he I p they get. 
There is a strong stigma attached to aid. 

The Culture of Poverty Revisited 
The second group of theories I call the "culture of poverty" approach. 

Extrapolating from the work done by anthropologist Oscar lewis, which 
documented the strategies that poor Mexican villagers had developed 
to cope with their poverty, later researchers and policy makers empha
sized the permanence of such behaviors across generations. Rather 
than a coping response, these behaviors were seen as perpetuating 
and institutionalizing a group's poverty.20 

The factors most commonly associated with a culture of poverty 
revolve around family life, orientation toward the future, and rejection 
of societal values and norms.21 The poor are assumed to lack certain 
middle-class values such as the abil ity to defer gratification, adequate 
economic or social aspirations, sexual regularity, mainstream child
rearing practices, and, in general, orderly family lives.22 

The discussion resonates with the current emphasis on the African
American family in debates over the "underclass." These famil ies are 
described using much of the same language invoked by Edward 
Banfield and Daniel Moynihan more than twenty years ago and which 
caused an uproar in the African-American community at the time.23 

Focusing on cultural factors to explain the persistence of poverty has 
several important consequences. Again, it places the focus on the 
behavior of the poor, making policy intervention very difficult. Also, it 
again distances the poor from the rest of society: since it places the 
blame for their poverty squarely on the shoulders of the poor them
selves, the rest of society is under l ittle obl igation to help them. 

Structural and Institutional Explanations 
In a structural cir institutional approach, poverty is seen as part of 

the larger economic system. It is seen as integral or even functional (in 
Marxist theories) to the system since the presence of a group of margi
nal people is seen to keep wages lower. The focus is on the process -
how does poverty serve the system at different points in history?24 
How do institutions uphold unequal relationships between different 
classes or sectors of the economy?25 And how do institutions frame 
the choices made by individuals? Within this perspective, the same 
individual actions and choices seen as irrational under the Human 
Capital theory may appear rational when placed in their historical and 
institutional context. 26 

It is thus a dynamic, explicitly historical approach. The relative power 
of groups is expected to change over time. Fol lowing this approach, in 
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each wave of immigration it is important to see how workers are 
divided by race, ethnicity, class, gender, and other factors and 
excluded or incorporated into the labor force differently.27 

The policy focus of such an approach is the distribution of wealth in 
the nation. It focuses on how jobs are distributed. More radical theor
ists call for a change in how wealth is generated and distributed. less
radical theorists focus on incorporating excluded groups within the 
current system, trying. for example, to include groups through such 
programs as Affirmative Action. 

Theory in H istorical Context 
To compare these three approaches, I wil l  consider four different 

periods in the history of the United States when large numbers of 
people entered cities. I will argue that an explicitly historical approach, 
which takes into account the structure of the labor market at the time 
migrants entered the nation, will be most useful in explaining the 
poverty or abil ity of various groups to move up the economic ladder. 

First, let me introduce the four time periods. Each one represents a 
wave of migration to U.S. cities.28 For each wave, evidence will be 
presented on the reasons groups had for migrating. their general skill 
level, cultural problems, and the conditions they met upon arriving in 
American cities. 

Table 1 

Four Waves of Immigration 

1 .  1 B40s to 1 870s -· Western European immigrants 
2. 1 BBOs to 1 920s -· Eastern and Southern Europeans 
3. Early- to mid-1 900s -- Blacks from the Southern US 
4. 1 965 to present -- latins and Asians 

The First Wave: 1 840s- 1870s 
In the first wave of mass migration from Europe to the United States, 

eight mill ion migrants entered the country, mostly from the British Isles 
and the states that would later form Germany. The reasons migrants in 
this period had for leaving their homes and coming to the United States 
all revolved around the process of industrialization. In Europe, industri
alization set off a chain of dislocations among both the rural and urban 
populations, pushing both to emigrate. In rural areas, improved farming 
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methods reduced the demand for labor, transforming the rural econo
mies. Small farms were consolidated into larger estates. Competition 
from foreign producers of grain led some to shift to sheep. The rural 
landless were displaced.29 Mortality rates were fal l ing and the popula
tion was exploding: cities were overcrowded. The development of the 
steamship both facilitated trade in grain and movements of migrants 
across the Atlantic. 30 So, migrants left their homes both because they 
needed to and because they could. 

As the above explanation implies, these migrants were largely poor 
people from rural areas. They were similar ethnically to those already 
here at the time of independence. They were largely English-speaking 
and held many of the same cultural, legal, political, and social values 
as those already here. Ninety-nine percent were Protestant. 

The first large group to clash with existing culture (especially rel i
gion) and experience widespread discrimination was the l rish.31 Arriving 
at the end of the first wave, they were largely from rural areas and had 
come fleeing famine. They differed from earl ier immigrants in that they 
were poorer, more often from rural areas, less educated, and Cathol ic. 
They became the low wage factory workers and domestic workers. 

The lack of tolerance for differences was based in a belief that 
homogeneity was a value associated with the very conception of the 
new nation. As stated in The Federalist Papers : 

Providence [had) been pleased to give this one connected 
country to one united people -- a people descended from 
the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing 
the same religion, attached to the same principles of gov
ernment, very similar in their manners and customs . . . .  32 

Even so, the strong demand for unskilled labor overshadowed any 
objections employers might have had to immigrants perceived as 
incompatible with the culture of the original colonists. Literature on 
migration in this period consistently stresses the strong pull of labor 
demand in the United States and the ready availability of land. As a 
Department of Labor report on immigration states: 

. . .  Ample opportunities for land settlement in the United 
States, and the almost insatiable demand for labor to build 
the U.S. physical infrastructure and to fuel industrial growth 
became an attractive alternative to repeated economic and 
political upheavals. 33 

There is general agreement in the literature on migration that in this 
period migrants were often unskilled and uneducated. This, however, 
did not prevent them from acquiring factory jobs (in the case of the 
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I rish) or land (in the case of many other ethnic groups). The structure 
of the economy -- which determined the quantity and type of workers 
employed -- appears most important in explaining the economic condi
tions of immigrants and their ability to readily acquire and maintain 
employment. 

The Second Wave: 1 880- 1 920 
The migrants who came in the second wave -- 24 mill ion in all -

were mostly Eastern and Southern Europeans, especially Italians, Poles, 
and Russian jews. Among this group were also included migrants from 
the same ethnic groups as those in the first wave, especially after 
1 890.34 While migrants continued to leave to escape harsh conditions 
or poverty at home, they were also often recruited by migration agents 
sent to Mexico, I reland, southern Italy, and the Austro-Hungarian 
empire for jobs in canal companies, the railroads, or, later, industry.35 

In contrast to the first wave, migrants in this period were increasingly 
employed in large capital development projects such as canal or rail
road construction.3G The passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1 882 
closed off the previous source of labor for such projects. As transpor
tation costs between Europe and the New World decreased, poorer 
immigrants from the more distant areas of Southern and Eastern 
Europe increased. 

More than in the first wave, second-wave migrants were drawn to 
this country by demand for unskilled labor for industry. Even industries 
that had traditionally employed skilled workers began using more 
machinery and less-skilled workers. Despite their peasant background, 
second-wave immigrants gained jobs; their rural roots didn't hurt their 
chances of moving up. 37 

By 1 9 1 0, immigrants comprised one-quarter of the labor force. In 
the mining and manufacturing sectors, 58 percent of the labor force 
were foreign-born. Moreover, ethnic groups were associated with vari
ous industries, and could help other immigrants to enter the labor 
force. Ethnic groups had locks on certain types of public-sector jobs 
which were allocated by political machines in cities. 38 

At the same time, due to prejudice, migrants of color were most 
often relegated to more menial jobs in the early years of industrial 
development, regardless of their level of skill. 

66 

. . .  America has used African, Asian, Mexican and, to a les
ser degree, I ndian workers for the cheapest labor, concen
trating people of color in the most unskilled jobs, the least 
advantaged sectors of the economy, and the most industri
ally backward regions of the nation. In an historical sense, 
people of color provided much of the hard labor (and the 
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technical skills) that built up the agricultural base and the 
mineral-transport-communication infrastructure necessary 
for industrialization and modernization, whereas the Euro
pean worked primarily within the industrialized, modem 
sectors. The initial position of European ethnics, while low, 
was therefore strategic for movement up the economic and 
social pyramid. The placement of non-white groups, how
ever, imposed barrier upon barrier on such mobility, 
freezing them for long periods of time in the least favorable 
segments of the economy. 39 

Table 2 

Immigrants, as Percent of Labor Force, Selected Industries, 191 a40 

Coal mining 
I ron 
Clothing factories 
Slaughter- and packinghouses 
Car and railroad shops 
Tanneries 
Steel mills 
Textile mills 
Road building 

48% 
67% 
76% 
46% 
46% 
53% 
51% 
49% 
46% 

Immigrants were employed in the industrial sector in this period, a 
fact which benefitted them by placing them in the most dynamic sec
tors of the economy. In contrast, racial minorities were concentrated 
in the pre-industrial sectors of the economy and, in this period, were 
denied access to industrial jobs. 

Immigration in this period was driven by the demand for unskilled 
labor and was tightly tied to fluctuations in the business cycle.41 The 
characteristics of the labor supply appeared to have l ittle to do with 
chances for employment and subsequent mobil ity. Differences among 
groups were explained mainly through reference to networks and his
torical conditions l inking groups to jobs in different industrial sectors 
rather than by significant differences in skill. 42 Within industries, 
employers often rotated hiring among different nationalities in order to 
create competition among ethnic groups and reinforce the emerging 
job differentiation. 43 The growth in national industry looms large as 
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the most important factor in explaining the ready absorption of 
immigrants into the labor force in this period. 

Resistance to Immigration 
Resistance to immigration also grew during this period. This occurred 

for several reasons. First, there was racism on the part of nativist 
groups. Second, there was opposition from organized labor (and even 
other immigrants), since mass immigration helped spur mechanization, 
kept wages low, and made industrial unionism very difficult. 

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, drastic changes in 
the immigration laws l imited the number of immigrants to the United 
States. By the 1 920s, the rate of growth of the economy had declined, 
and the use of labor-saving machinery further reduced labor demand. 
Legislation passed in 1 921  imposed quotas on immigrant groups based 
on the ethnic distribution of the population in the 1 9 1 0  Census. The 
numbers coming from Europe were sharply reduced. Immigrants were 
required to pass a literacy test as wel l .  This legislation was backed by 
both labor and "nativist" groups. 44 

In  1 924, an even more restrictive law was passed, reducing the 
annual quotas, basing them on the earlier 1 890 Census, and totally 
excluding some groups, such as Asians. Overall, the changes favored 
English, I rish, German, and Scandinavian Europeans, and discriminated 
against Southern and Eastern Europeans (and the excluded groups). 

Due to lobbying from agricultural interests, Mexicans were stil l  
allowed in. Mexicans, however, were considered expl icitly inferior and 
therefore not expected to meet the same immigration standards as 
other groups; they were not seen as suited for industrial work and 
were explicitly targeted as agricultural workers. 45 

The immigration laws effectively cut off European immigration as a 
source of labor. As a result, a new group of migrants -- within the coun
try -- had to be recruited. African-Americans, mostly from rural areas 
in the south, became the new industrial labor force in northern cities. 

The Third Wave: Early to Mid- 1 900s 
With the advent of the First World War and after the l imits placed on 

European immigration, African-American migration to northern cities 
increased. While in 1 890, 90 percent of the nation's African-American 
population lived in the southern states, by the 1 960s, 40 percent lived 
in the North.46 Most migrants ended up in the central city. 47 

Employment in northern cities was seen as better than sharecropping, 
poverty, disease, and ignorance in the South. It was a first step into 
the industrial labor force. Yet African-American migrants, although also 
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of rural origin and unskil led, were incorporated into the industrial labor 
force differently than were earl ier groups of migrants. They were 
concentrated in unskilled jobs in the secondary sector of the labor 
market and used to undermine the labor movement (from which they 
were excluded). 

It is important to note which type of jobs African-Americans filled as 
they moved north. Before the immigration l imits of the twenties, they 
had been virtually excluded from industrial work, being employed prin
cipally as strikebreakers. 48 According to a study done by Bodnar, by 
1 920, African-Americans comprised the highest percentage of unskilled 
workers of any racial or ethnic group and began to experience much 
lower rates of occupational mobil ity than other groups.49 

There was great resistance on the part of northern workers to the 
hiring of African-Americans in the factories. I ronically, the same nativ
ist groups that backed anti-immigration legislation provoked the 
entrance of African-Americans into the industrial labor force. They did 
not welcome them. African-Americans were effectively excluded from 
industrial unions until recent years. so 

Probably the most positive period of African-American incorporation 
into the labor market occurred during the Second World War, but it 
was to be short-lived. With the rise of the so-called "core" firms 
following the war, African-Americans were pushed into peripheral 
industries and the corresponding lower-wage secondary labor mar
ket.Sl Throughout the 1 950s and 1 960s, the African-American share of 
employment in the secondary manufacturing sector continued to grow. 
Wages rose more slowly and prospects for moving up in these indus
tries were dim. 

Similarly in the service sector, African-Americans increasingly fi l led 
jobs which were isolated from ladders of promotion even in growing 
sectors. 52 Not until the 60s did some of these patterns change: due to 
a more prosperoos economy and increased protests, African-American 
employment in primary manufacturing rose between 1 960 and 1 970.53 

Unl ike earlier waves of migrants, African-Americans faced various 
obstacles to their successful integration into the industrial labor force. 
As alluded to above, the jobs open to African-Americans offered them 
less mobil ity than those open to earlier groups. The most obvious reason 
invoked for this is discrimination. The improvement in conditions fol
lowing the legislation of the 1 960s supports this view. Additionally, 
they faced segregation; their abil ity to receive an adequate education 
was l imited by residential segregation, among other factors. An analy
sis of their "human capital" would find that they had chosen to invest 
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little in education. But as many historians have argued, their educa
tional and occupational choices were limited. 

Third-wave migrants were faced with obstacles that earlier ethnic 
migrants were not. Some have argued that the very fact that they con
tinued to migrate long after legislation had cut off the flow of foreign 
migrants in a time of labor surplus made them the target of white 
antagonism. Their numbers also mitigated against the way up favored 
by earl ier migrants; they were too large a group to create the occupa
tional niches earl ier groups had carved out for themselves. By coming 
in such large numbers in a time of labor surplus, they undercut the 
position of other African-Americans competing for the same jobs. 54 

Segregation kept third-wave migrants in cities, with those moving 
out in recent decades ending up mostly in largely African-American 
suburbs. 55 Some writers argue that anti-discrimination programs have 
exacerbated problems by allowing the middle-class African-Americans 
to move, further isolating the poor.56 The impl ications of this dead 
end -- both spatial and economic -- have been far-reaching. It is 
important to note, in l ight of the debate over a "spatial mismatch" 
between jobs and people, that space is only a symbol of a larger 
exclusion from opportunities. It is not coincidental that the jobs and 
the people are not in the same place. 57 

looking solely at education or other individual characteristics to 
explain the economic attainment of African-Americans would only tell 
part of the story. Exclusion from neighborhoods with good schools 
and exclusion from jobs that provided training and upward mobil ity are 
more pertinent factors. While African-American migrants fed the 
factories of the north, the fact that they were kept in low-end jobs is 
not explained by their own skills or culture. 

The Fourth Wave: Latin Americans and Asians 
Rising expectations and higher demands on the part of African

Americans in the 1 960s and 1 970s led employers to look elsewhere for 
cheap labor. Other groups -- especially i l legal migrants -- began to fill 
the most undesirable jobs at the bottom. 56 

Several important changes precipitated a shift in the sources of low
wage labor after 1 965. First was an important change in the immigra
tion legislation, which replaced the quota system with a new system 
which emphasized family reunification and which gave preferences to 
professionals and other workers with skills needed in the labor market. 
The family-reunification clause dramatically increased the numbers 
legally admitted from Asia and latin America. Yet at the same time a 
ceiling was placed on immigration from the Western Hemisphere for 
the first time. A large portion of those arriving from south of the 
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border were thus rendered i l legal . Asian immigration, previously quite 
restricted, increased dramatically. 59 

In  contrast to the experience of earl ier groups, fourth-wave migration 
did not respond to the aggregate rate of unemployment in the U nited 
States.6° Migration appeared more directly l inked to push factors and 
has become self-perpetuating. 61 For foreign-policy reasons, the federal 
government became actively involved in the movement and resettle
ment of some migrants (refugees). 

As a result of these changes and due also to pol itical and economic 
pressures in Latin America and Asia, immigration reached its highest 
point ever, reaching 6.6 mill ion in the 1 970s.62 This wave of immigra
tion was much more diverse, both in national origin and the socio
economic background of the migrants, than earlier waves had been.63 
I wil l  focus here on the experience of unskilled migrants. 

Due to changes in the structure of the economy and legal and insti
tutional barriers, the experiences of fourth-wave migrants have · been 
quite diverse. While, for some groups, explanations based primarily on 
education seem appropriate, for others they clearly fall apart. 64 The 
specter of an immigrant underclass has been raised by some conserva
tive writers. 65 The different experience of various groups of fourth
wave migrants can be explained by reference to the same factors cited 
in earlier waves: the structure of the labor market, their reasons for 
migration, institutional factors such as legal status, as well as skill and 
education levels. 

While migrants continued to move into the country at a rate beyond 
anything seen before, the economy experienced major shifts in the 
organization, composition, and location of industry. There was a shift 
away from the heavy manufacturing industries located in the northeast 
to lower-wage service industries and low-wage manufacturing industries 
as well as some high-technology-based sectors. 66 These changes led 
to a new spatial· pattern of growth, both nationally and within cities. 
Largely, this was a shift out of the central cities of the heavily unionized 
northeast and into the suburbs and -- sometimes -- central cities of the 
southwest.67 Migrants are known to prefer to settle in central-city 
locations in order to make use of spatially concentrated job and ser
vice networks. 68 

While shifting out of certain regions and industries, labor markets 
were reconfigured to exclude groups seen as expensive or uncoopera
tive. New groups were incorporated into the labor force, while others 
were cast aside. Traditional members of the blue-col lar workforce -
white ethnic males and African-American males -- were passed over in 
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l ittle in education. But as many historians have argued, their educa
tional and occupational choices were l imited. 

Third-wave migrants were faced with obstacles that earlier ethnic 
migrants were not. Some have argued that the very fact that they con
tinued to migrate long after legislation had cut off the flow of foreign 
migrants in a time of labor surplus made them the target of white 
antagonism. Their numbers also mitigated against the way up favored 
by earlier migrants; they were too large a group to create the occupa
tional niches earlier groups had carved out for themselves. By coming 
in such large numbers in a time of labor surplus, they undercut the 
position of other African-Americans competing for the same jobs. 54 

Segregation kept third-wave migrants in cities, with those moving 
out in recent decades ending up mostly in largely African-American 
suburbs. 55 Some writers argue that anti-discrimination programs have 
exacerbated problems by allowing the middle-class African-Americans 
to move, further isolating the poor. 56 The impl ications of this dead 
end -- both spatial and economic -- have been far-reaching. It is 
important to note, in l ight of the debate over a ""spatial mismatch" 
between jobs and people, that space is only a symbol of a larger 
exclusion from opportunities. It is not coincidental that the jobs and 
the people are not in the same place .57 

Looking solely at education or other individual characteristics to 
explain the economic attainment of African-Americans would only tel l 
part of the story. Exclusion from neighborhoods with good schools 
and exclusion from jobs that provided training and upward mobil ity are 
more pertinent factors. While African-American migrants fed the 
factories of the north, the fact that they were kept in low-end jobs is 
not explained by their own skills or culture. 

The Fourth Wave: Latin Americans and Asians 
Rising expectations and higher demands on the part of African

Americans in the 1 960s and 1 970s led employers to look elsewhere for 
cheap labor. Other groups -- especially i l legal migrants -- began to fill 
the most undesirable jobs at the bottom. 58 

Several important changes precipitated a shift in the sources of low
wage labor after 1 965. First was an important change in the immigra
tion legislation, which replaced the quota system with a new system 
which emphasized family reunification and which gave preferences to 
professionals and other workers with skil ls needed in the labor market. 
The family-reunification clause dramatical ly increased the numbers 
legally admitted from Asia and Latin America. Yet at the same time a 
ceil ing was placed on immigration from the Western Hemisphere for 
the first time. A large portion of those arriving from south of the 
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border were thus rendered il legal. Asian immigration, previously quite 
restricted, increased dramatically. 59 

In contrast to the experience of earlier groups, fourth-wave migration 
did not respond to the aggregate rate of unemployment in the United 
States.60 Migration appeared more directly l inked to push factors and 
has become self-perpetuating. 61 For foreign-policy reasons, the federal 
government became actively involved in the movement and resettle
ment of some migrants (refugees). 

As a result of these changes and due also to political and economic 
pressures in latin America and Asia, immigration reached its highest 
point ever, reaching 6.6 million in the 1 970s.62 This wave of immigra
tion was much more diverse, both in national origin and the socio
economic background of the migrants, than earlier waves had been. 63 
I will focus here on the experience of unskilled migrants. 

Due to changes in the structure of the economy and legal and insti
tutional barriers, the experiences of fourth-wave migrants have been 
quite diverse. While, for some groups, explanations based primarily on 
education seem appropriate, for others they clearly fal l  apart. 64 The 
specter of an immigrant underclass has been raised by some conserva
tive writers. 65 The different experience of various groups of fourth
wave migrants can be explained by reference to the same factors cited 
in earlier waves: the structure of the labor market, their reasons for 
migration, institutional factors such as legal status, as well as skill and 
education levels. 

While migrants continued to move into the country at a rate beyond 
anything seen before, the economy experienced major shifts in the 
organization, composition, and location of industry. There was a shift 
away from the heavy manufacturing industries located in the northeast 
to lower-wage service industries and low-wage manufacturing industries 
as well as some high-technology-based sectors. 66 These changes led 
to a new spatial pattern of growth, both nationally and within cities. 
Largely, this was a shift out of the central cities of the heavily unionized 
northeast and into the suburbs and -- sometimes -- central cities of the 
southwest.67 Migrants are known to prefer to settle in central-city 
locations in order to make use of spatially concentrated job and ser
vice networks. 68 

While shifting out of certain regions and industries, labor markets 
were reconfigured to exclude groups seen as expensive or uncoopera
tive. New groups were incorporated into the labor force, while others 
were cast aside. Traditional members of the blue-col lar workforce -
white ethnic males and African-American males -- were passed over in 
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favor of women, new immigrants, and younger workers in the rising 
industries. 69 

Paralleling these changes were shifts in the occupational structure. 
As several studies have argued, the middle rungs on the economic 
ladder were considerably weakened, if not removed, in the recent and 
ongoing reorganization of industry. 70 There are plenty of jobs at the 
bottom but they lead nowhere. And some groups are even excluded 
from these. Those who were in the middle tier during the industrial 
boom of the 1 960s face the prospect of moving down. 

Some immigrants, many of whom have fled rural poverty as did 
earlier groups, have been wil l ing to take these lower-tier jobs.71 
Others have been forced to do so, because they are undocumented. 
Yet others, who are skilled, legal, and speak Engl ish, have joined the 
upper tier of the economy. All of those groups who would hope to find 
jobs in the middle face a variety of barriers to their successful 
incorporation into the economy. 

In sum, several structural and institutional factors have helped to 
entrap many African-Americans and Latinos in poverty. The change in 
the sectoral composition of the economy has created a bottom-heavy 
job structure. The shift out of the central city as a · place of 
employment reflects a shift toward new sources of labor in the suburbs. 
The change in the occupational structure reflects this downgrading and 
the preponderance of service-industry jobs. F_inal ly, legal and other 
institutional factors bar immigrant workers from certain jobs. There 
are fewer "good jobs" available and fierce competition for those left. 

Conclusion 
In our discussion of immigration to the United States since the 

nineteenth century, the importance of economic and institutional 
factors is clear. The incorporation of groups has been shaped by 
forces larger than individuals or their cultures. At some points 
uneducated peasants are successful ly incorporated; at others, 
relatively better-educated African-Americans or women are excluded. 
We must go beyond individual or cultural factors to see why. 

Early groups were able to move up since they faced rising demand 
for their largely unskil led labor power and faced fewer ethnic, religious, 
or racially based conflicts. By later periods, jobs were rationed by race 
as well as by other factors. Access to jobs was controlled by networks 
tied often to ethnicity, first through political machines and patronage, -
later through informal social networks (the jobs distributed became less 
secure in this process). Racism and lack of legal documents became 
important barriers to employment and mobility. 
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The plight of individuals should be seen as a result of structural fac
tors that shape available opportunities. Individual choice exists, but 
within a larger economic, structural framework. A culture-of-poverty 
approach fosters the idea that some ethnic groups were more able to 
move up the economic ladder because they didn't have a self-destruc
tive culture. This approach is used to blame current groups for their 
own poverty.72 The characteristics associated today with the culture 
of the underclass - crime, unstable families, disorganized communities 
- have been associated with all previous waves of immigration, not 
just the current underclass. They are a function more of poverty than 
of ethnicity or race.73 What are seen as causes are in fact outcomes 
of poverty. 

Therefore, efforts directed at controlling the internal disorder of poor 
communities rather than the roots of economic inequality are not 
enough. They are not meaningless to those individuals helped but they 
won't prevent others from moving into their place. They should not be 
the only programs implemented. The social causes of poverty, i.e., the 
question of how groups of people come to be poor, must be addressed. 
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(Washington, D.C.: The Urban I nstitute Press, 1985). 
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