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practice this means that, like many of their domestically owned 
counterparts, Japanese-owned factories in California rely heavily 
on the state's abundant supply of immigrant labor. Thus they 
combine foreign capital with foreign labor to produce goods "made 
in the U.S.A." Depending on the composition of the population in 
the vicinity of their particular location, California's Japanese-
owned plants employ Mexican, Salvadoran, Thai, Vietnamese, 
Filipino, and/or other immigrant workers from Asia and Latin 
America. One manager at a plant located near the U.S.-Mexico 
border claimed that some workers there actually lived in Tijuana 
and walked across the border to work each day. 

Among the 20 plants I visited, none had a production 
workforce that was more than 50 percent native-born Caucasian, 
according to their managers. This upper limit was reported for 
only three plants; at the other 17 at least two-thirds of the 
workforce was comprised of immigrants, and in many cases the 
figure was 90 percent or more. (See Table 10.) African-Ameri-
cans, on the other hand, were conspicuously underrepresented in 
the workforce at most of these factories, and in many cases they 
were entirely absent.]7 Many of the plants employed substantial 
numbers of (immigrant) women, although the gender composition 
of the workforce varied by industry, as one might expect. For 
example, metals plants employed primarily (sometimes exclusively) 
males, while most electronics plants depended heavily on female 
labor. 

Although no strictly comparable data are available on the 
composition of the production workforce of domestically owned 
manufacturing plants in California, scattered evidence suggests 
that immigrants are overrepresented among the state's manufac-
turing production workers generally, although perhaps less so than 
in the Japanese-owned plants. The most recent comprehensive 
data are from the 1980 Census, which is well known for its 
undercounting of immigrants. The Census found that 39 percent 
of "operators, fabricators and laborers" in California (compared to 
23 percent of the total employed popUlation) were Hispanic, Asian, 
or Pacific Islanders. In Los Angeles, 54 percent of ·operators, 
fabricators and laborers" (but only 31 percent of the employed 
population) were from these ethnic groups. (Of course, "Hispan-
ics, Asians, or Pacific Islanders" includes not only immigrants but 
also many native-born persons.) These estimates are surely too 
low even for 1980, and both legal and illegal immigration to the 
state have continued at a rapid pace since that time. From 1982 
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to 1988 alone, over 1.1 million new immigrants entered the U.S. 
legally with California as their state of intended residence; untold 
numbers have arrived without legal documents.1s A rough 
estimate (based on Current Population Survey data) is that by 
1986-88, about 55 percent of the state's "operators and laborers" 
were Hispanic or Asian; the proportion is likely to be far higher 
forL,os Angeles, the site of most of the Japanese-owned plants and 
the most common destination for immigrants. Preliminaxy 1990 
Census data show that 35 percent of the state's population, and 49 
percent of the population of Los Angeles County, consists of 
Hispanics, Asians and Pacific Islanders; at this writing, unfortu-
nately, 1990 labor force data by ethnicity are not yet available.19 

Immigrants are far less numerous in other parts of the 
country where JDI is concentrated than in California. Most 
notably, there are many auto transplants and suppliers in states 
like Ohio, Kentucky and Tennessee, which recruit primarily native-
born Caucasians as production workers. In the case of the auto 
industry, where wages are relatively high, proximity to raw 
materials and suppliers in the midwest may take priority over 
access to cheap labor-although even in this case union avoid-
ance and racial factors do playa part in the choice of site.20 In 
California, however, where electronics is the dominant industry, 
access to cheap and tractable labor is more central to the JDI 
location equation. 

When asked what kind of criteria they used in selecting 
workers for employment, the managers we interviewed were 
careful to emphasize that they did not discriminate in any way on 
the basis of race or ethnicity, and many cited the high proportion 
of "minorities" in their workforce in support of this contention. 
One manager suggested that his plant had a largely immigrant 
workforce because unlike native-born whites "like my kids, who 
think they should start at $10 or $15 an hour," immigrants "are 
willing to work their way up from the bottom." A few other 
managers indicated in fairly transparent terms (but surely 
unintentionally) that they hired on a gender-specific basis. Several 
mentioned the importance of "manual dexterity" and "small hand 
size" in hiring for jobs that were done primarily or exclusively by 
women. "We look for thin-boned people with ability to get around 
in tight spaces," one manager in an electronics assembly plant told 
us. In contrast, a metals plant manager said he looked for "big, 
strong" people and another manager in electronics mentioned that 
for certain jobs he looks for "larger, more substantial people that 

The Geography ofJapanese-Owned Manufacturing 

are not afraid of heavy lifting." This is the typical idiom of 
occupational sex-typing in manufacturing and there is no reason 
to think the Japanese-owned plants are any different from others 
in this regard.21 

None of the 20 plants we visited had specific educational 
requirements for their production workers. While some managers 
reported that they gave preference to applicants with a high school 
diploma, almost all of them acknowledged that a substantial 
portion of their workforce had less than a high school education. 
While many said that they preferred workers with basic English 
language skills, this too was an ideal rarely realized in practice. 
The standard solution to the communication problem was to hire 
bilingual frrst-line supervisors from the same ethnic group as the 
workers in their charge. In addition, on our factory tours we 
observed many bilingual signs. 

The hiring process for production workers typically involved 
filling out an application form and a brief interview with either 
the personnel manager or the first-line supervisor. Few firms 
bothered to check workers' references. Only one of the 20 firms 
we visited conducted any pre-employment aptitude testing (in this 
case for vision and manual dexterity). Five of the firms did pre-
employment drug testing, usually as part of a general physical 
exam. Two firms relied on temporary employment agencies to 
recruit new workers, but most simply hired workers "off the 
street." While waiting in the plant's front office prior to interview-
ing a manager, we frequently saw piles of blank application forms, 
and in a few cases we saw workers completing them. These 
plants rarely found it necessary to advertise job openings for 
production jobs; most could be easily filled by "walk-ins" and 
applications on file. Many firms relied on immigrant workers' 
networks to spread the word of any job openings. "Word spreads 
immediately if there's an opening," one manager told us. "We 
have never advertised for workers." Presumably this is what is 
meant by "labor force availability," that vague term so often 
mentioned by managers as a site selection criterion. 

But what about the "quality" of labor, or "the attractiveness 
of our [California's] labor pool" as the Center for the Continuing 
Study of the California Economy put it in the extract quoted 
earlier? The terminology here is at best euphemistic. When 
pressed to specify the criteria they used in hiring, managers told 
us that they look for workers with "stable job histories," "reliabili-
ty," "commitment," "willingness to work," "a manufacturing 
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mentality," and "people who are not looking to set the world on 
fIre." Some admitted more straightforwardly that "we have no 
special criteria." One manager laughed outright at the question. 
"With what we pay," he told me, "if they wear shoes, we'll hire 
'em." 

The bottom line seems to be simply a willingness to work at 
low wages. Indeed, the immigrant population on which the 
Japanese-owned plants rely for their labor supply is highly 
concentrated in low-wage manufacturing in the state generally.22 
While well above the minimum wage levels typical of such 
industries as gannent manufacturing, hourly pay levels in 
Japanese-owned plants are typically lower than the average wages 
prevailing in manufacturing generally, and this is presumably 
linked to the fact that they employ such large proportions of 
immigrants. The 45 Japanese-owned plants with 100 or more 
employees who provided wage information in our 1989 survey 
reported that they paid their production workers a (weighted) 
average hourly wage of $9.22. Government statistics, in contrast, 
report an $11.20 average for all manufacturing workers in the 
state in 1989, and a $10.63 average for manufacturing workers in 
Los Angeles County.23 As Table 11 shows, the wage differentials 
are particularly wide in the electronics, food, and chemicals 
industry groups, which account for more than two-thirds of the 
plants surveyed that provided wage information. These disparities 
are especially striking in view of the fact that factory wages tend 
to be higher in larger plants, and the Japanese-owned plants 
surveyed all have 100 or more employees, while the government 
fIgures include plants of all sizes. 

On the other hand, in the metals industry and motor vehicles 
groups, average wages were higher in the Japanese plants than 
statewide. This is probably because a relatively high proportion 
of workers in the Japanese plants in these industries are union-
ized. In metals, three of the seven responding plants (employing 
62 percent of the workers in the seven plants) are unionized. 
(Two other responding metals plants had been unionized prior to 
being acquired by the Japanese; both closed for a brief period and 
later reopened as "nonunion operations." These two plants (plants 
P and T shown in Table 10) paid relatively high wages-and in 
the case of plant T, well above the industry average-presumably 
to ensure that the plant remained nonunion.) In motor vehicles, 
only one of the Japanese plants is unionized (NUMMI), but as an 
exceptionally large unit, accounting for over three-fourths of the 
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Table 11 

Average Hourly Wages for Production Workers in Japanese- 
Owned Manufacturing Plants and in All Manufacturing. for  

Selected Counties and Industries in California, 1989  

Industry 
Group 

PJants 

All M ...ufacturiag P\uIa (domestic -.I foreip-owued) 

Stale of 
California 

IAsAopies 
County 

Oraol" 
County 

s...ta CIani 
County 

SanD""" 
County 

Electrical & 
ElecIroDi"" 

$ 7.19 (n=24) $11.18 U.71 $11.83 $13.39 $11.70 

Metals & 
metal 
products 

$11.40 (n-7) $10.52 $ 9.86 $10.58 $11.19 $10.39 

Food & 
Jcindnd 
products 

$ 7. IS (n-4) $11.15 $11.09 $10.62 $11.81 $ 9.79 

Motot 
vehicles 
& parts 

$13.14 (n=S) $12.88 $13.75 $11.13" SI6.1S" $13.07" 

Cbemicals 
&.lIied 
prodlK:ls 

$ 7.67 (n=4) $12.08 $U.Q3 $11.88 S12.88 SI2.23 

AU 
Manufac-
turing 

$ 9.22 (n=4S) $11.20 $10.63 $11.42 $13.32 $11.29 

*These figures are for transportation equipment; separate data for motor vehicles 
and parts are not available. 

Soun:es: For Japanese-owned plants, author's survey. Average wages shown are 
weighted and are average wages for employees in these plants (not the average of 
each plant's average wage). Other wage data are for June 1989 and are computed 
from Economic Information Group, Labor Market Information Division, California 
Labor Market Bulletin: Statistical Supplemenl (Sacramento, June 1990), Table 18. 
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18. The census data for 1980 are computed from Table 228 of U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 1980 Census of Population, Detailed Population 
Characteristics, California (pC80 1-D6), Section 2 of 4 (November 1983). 
The data on legal immigration are computed from u.s. Department of 
Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1988 Statistical Yearbook 
of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (Washington, D.C., August 
1989), p. 35. 

19. The 1986-88 estimate is computed from Current Population 
Survey data reported in Center for the Continuing Study of the California 
Economy, California Economic Growth, pp. 99-100. These data are rather 
unreliable at this level of detail and probably undercount undocumented 
immigrants. The 1990 population"data are preliminary, as reported in U.S. 
Department of Commerce News Release, CB91-67, "Census Bureau 
Delivers California's 1990 Census Counts," Feburary 1991. Until the 1990 
labor force data become available no more accurate count will be possible; 
already there are indications that the 1990 Census data also undercount 
immigrants. Still, there can be no mistaking the trend toward an 
increasing proportion of unskilled and semi-skilled factory workers being 
made up of immigrants. 

20. See Andrew Mair, Richard Florida and Martin Kenney, "The New 
Geography of Automobile Production: Japanese Transplants in North 
America," Economic Geography, vol. 64, no. 4 (October 1988), pp. 352-
373; Cole and Deskins, "Racial Factors in Site Location." 

21. See Ruth Milkman, Gender at Work (University of Illinois Press, 
1987) for detailed discussion of the history of such idioms in American 
manufacturing. 

22. For discussions of immigrant labor in low-wage manufacturing 
in southern California, see Saskia Sassen, The Mobility of Labor and 
Capital: A Study in International Investment and Labor Flow (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988); Edward Soja, Postmodern Geographies 
(New York: Verso, 1989), Chapter 8; and Paul Schimek, "Earnings 
Polarization and the Proliferation of Low-Wage Work," in Paul Ong, ed., 
The Widening Divide: Income Inequality and Poverty in Los Angeles (UCLA 
Graduate School ofArchitecture and Urban Planning, mimeo, June 1989), 
pp.27-49. 

23. The wage figure for the surveyed plants is a weighted average. 
It was computed as follows: first, the average hourly wage reported for 
production workers in each plant was multiplied by the number of 
production workers in the plant. Then the sum of the product of this 
computation was computed for the 45 plants. That sum was in turn 
divided by the total number of production workers in the 45 plants. This 
method takes account of the fact that the number of workers at the plants 
varies widely. The same method was used to compute the wages for the 
surveyed plants shown in Table 10. The average wage for the state and 
for Los Angeles County is for June 1989 and is from Table 18 of Labor 
Market Information Division, Economic Information Group, California 
Labor Market Bulletin: Statistical Supplement, June 1990. 

The Geography of Japanese-Owned Manufacturing 63" 

24. In 1989, 93 percent of all full-time production and service 
employees in medium and large firms (defined in these data as firms with 
more than 100 workers) in the U.S. had medical insurance coverage, 95 
percent had paid vacations, and 93 percent had life insurance. Dental 
programs were more unusual, covering 65 percent of this group. Sixty-
three percent had defined benefit pension programs, and 40 percent had 
401 (k) or other defined contribution plan programs. See U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bulletin 2363, Employee Benefits in 
Medium and Large Firms, 1989 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1990), p. 4. See also the 1988 data published by the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce on a partial sample of its members, which shows 
medical insurance for 100 percent of the manufacturing firms, life 
insurance for 93 percent, paid vacation for 97 percent, dental for 60 
percent, defined benefit pension plans for 49 percent, and 401k plans for 
47 percent. U.S. Chamber Research Center, Employee Benefits, 1989 
Edition (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 1989), p.22. On 
the recent decline in employer-financed defined benefit pensions, see also 
"In Search of the Vanishing Nest Egg," Business Week, July 30, 1990, p. 46. 

25. On the absence of unions as a consideration for plant location 
for domestic firms, see Fred Foulkes, Personnel Policies in Large Nonunion 
Companies (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1980) pp. 20-22; and 
Thomas A. Kochan, Harry C. Katz, and Robert B. McKersie, The Transfor-
mation ofAmerican Industrial Relations (New York: Basic Books, 1986), 
pp.66-68. 

26. California Department of Industrial Relations, Division of Labor 
Statistics and Research, Union Labor in California, 1987 (San Francisco, 
1989), p. 3; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and Earnings, vol. 
36, no. 1 (January 1989), pp. 225-226. 

27. These 64 firms are those listed in the 1987 JDI survey as having 
100 employees or more. A few others listed there that were later found 
to be no longer in business, nonmanufacturing firms, or not Japanese-
owned were excluded from the data. 

28. Steve Early and Rand Wilson, "Do Unions Have a Future in High 
Technology?" Technology Review, vol. 89, no. 7 (October 1986), p. 61. By 
contrast, Bureau of Labor Statistics data for May 1980 (the last time 
detailed unionization rates by industry were published by the BLS) for the 
"electrical equipment" industry, which includes electronics but also various 
forms of electrical machinery and electrical products ofan older sort, show 
a unionization rate of 30 percent. These data also show a rate of 31 
percent for nonelectrical machinery, 61 percent for primary metals, and 39 
percent for fabricated metals. While deunionization has surely lowered 
these rates over the 1980s, these high figures do suggest that the 
aggregate data cited in the text may indeed be rather misleading, in that 
they probably overestimate the extent of unionization. The BLS data may 
be found in U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics Bulletin 
2105, Earnings and Other Characteristics of Organized Workers, May 1980 
(September 1981), p. 16. 


