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I remember the late 60’s and early 70’s when many new residents were populating Petaluma’s east side.  We were considered outsiders who were going to change the nature of Petaluma. We were put in a sort of immigrant category, and often treated as second class citizens as far as local government was concerned.

From my experience, the the major cause of the current national immigration debate is fear, mostly fear of change. I believe, even if every immigrant were in this country legally, concerns would be expressed that there were “too many” immigrants.  Our basic concern isn’t that they’re taking jobs, costing tax dollars, or accelerating population growth; it’s that the  quantity (let me emphasize that, quantity) of immigrants is changing our society.

People don’t like change.  I don’t like change.

Touching on another reason for a minute, there is also the fear, a valid fear, of violence associated with immigrants, legal and illegal. We see, in this present instance, Latino names attached to a disproportionate number of violent actions.  But, its always been like that.

When the Irish made up a large proportion of immigrants, there was fear of Irish gangs.  When it was Italians, there was fear of  Italian gangs.  In some urban areas today, there is fear of Asian gangs.  The internal immigration of blacks from the rural south to the urban north after WWII created similar fears.

By being at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder, all these concentrations of immigrants have given birth to violent off shoots of the often un and under employed from their ethnicities.  And notice the cause is always the concentration of a large quantity of a specific ethnic group in a limited area.

This is a valid fear but not the root cause of the “immigrant” problem.  The wider, deeper fear is of a change in the established rules and procedures in an existing societal mix of people.  Changing that mix revises the rules and procedures in ways we aren’t comfortable with.

Those fearing these changes try to put a rational face on their reasons for opposing an influx of immigrants. “They’re taking our jobs”. That is a hollow argument when unemployment rates are as low as they are now. “There isn’t enough housing for them”.  How about lifting home construction moratoriums and limits if that’s what the problem really is? Or that simplest one of all, “What part of ‘illegal’ don’t you understand?”

Despite the large numbers of Irish, Italian, and German immigrants, they never made up the percentage of the population the current Latino immigrants do, especially in the southwestern border states.  I believe it’s the large numbers of these immigrants that are creating, if not fear, then uneasiness among the rest of the population.

We see this same thing happening in Germany, France and England.   In Germany it’s the Turks, in France it’s the Moroccans, in England it’s the Pakistanis and Indians. And it’s for the same reasons – too many immigrants in too much of a concentration.

I don’t have an acceptable solution for the problem but I would feel much better if I could believe with some confidence that in a short time (10 years?) after entering this country most immigrants would be English speaking and dispersed throughout the community. The second or third generation of immigrants might provide a fairer target date.

Perhaps while we’re waiting for the long term benefits of immigration to kick in, if we addressed the short term problem of violence, that might go a long way towards keeping us “natives” calm while we’re waiting.

If we can accept descendents of 1850’s Irishmen celebrating St. Patrick’s Day and descendents of 1900’s Italians celebrating Columbus Day; we should be able to accept current Mexican immigrants celebrating Cinco de Mayo.

A strange thought just popped into my mind, don’t we associate large families, family gatherings, and family values with these former immigrants, German, Irish, Italian?  They turned out OK and so did the ones who filled up our east side.

Perhaps a modest position would be to be tolerant while things work themselves out and actively address specific problems as they arise.   

