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Citizenship, Primary Language, and Immigration Status Added 
to State Civil Rights Law 

 

he California legislature amended the Unruh 

Civil Rights Act (“Unruh Act”)
1
 to prohibit 

discrimination by business establishments on the 

basis of a person’s citizenship, primary language, 

and immigration status. Currently, the Unruh Act 

prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex, race, 

color, religion, ancestry, national origin, 

disability, medical condition, genetic information, 

marital status, or sexual orientation.   

 

The proponents of SB 600, which the Governor 

has signed, states that the amendments do not 

constitute a change in existing law but are rather 

declaratory of existing law. Also, the bill does not 

bar anyone from verifying immigration status. 

New Civil Code Section 51(g) states:  

 

“Verification of immigration status and any 

discrimination based upon verified 

immigration status, where required by 

federal law, shall not constitute a violation 

of this section.”  

 

The bill does not require the provision of services 

or documents in a language other than English. 

Other existing laws (especially Civil Code 

Section 1632) require translation of certain 

consumer contracts if their terms are negotiated in 

one of several specified languages.   

   

According to the bill’s author and sponsors, 

ambiguity exists about whether the Unruh Act 

protects against discrimination based on 
                                                           
1
 The Unruh Act is codified at Civil Code Section 

51. 

immigration status, citizenship, and primary 

language which, unlike race and national origin, 

are changeable characteristics. Two U.S. 

Supreme Court decisions were cited where 

national origin and race were distinguished from 

citizenship and primary language under other 

laws: Espinoza v. Farah Mfg. Co. (1973) 414 

U.S. 86, 88-89 (Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 prohibits discrimination on the basis of 

national origin but not on the basis of 

citizenship), and Hernandez v. New York (1991) 

500 U.S. 352 (constitutional protection from 

discrimination based on race in jury selection 

does not include protection from discrimination 

based on the language spoken by the individual).  

 

However, in both cases the Court cautioned about 

discrimination based on citizenship and language 

being used as a pretext for impermissible 

discrimination on the basis of national origin or 

race. SB 600 clarifies that the Unruh Act 

prohibits discrimination based on immigration 

status or language whether the discrimination is 

direct or used as a pretext. 
 
The information contained in this CBA Regulatory Compliance 

Bulletin is not intended to constitute, and should not be received as, 

legal advice.  Please consult with your counsel for more detailed 

information applicable to your institution. 
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