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ARSTRACT
Alienation in the Barrio: Eastern New Mexico
This is a preliiunary report on e larger research project on

Mexican American attitudes and focuses 6n_the extent to which

fcelings of alienaticn, as defined in terxs of powerlegsness,

nornlesaness, self-estrangement, &nd isolation, are present in

the barrios of five of the larger porulatior centere of eastern
New Mexico. Intervisws were tape recordsd in “he barrios in
Spani sk by Mexican Anerican college stucdents and reveal attitudes
conaigtent with the patterns of grievances encountered jn such
large acsle investigationa as that undertaken by the Mexican
American Affairs commission inm 1967 in EL Pazo. Resulis are not
held to be conclusive tut do supprort the sssertion that many eof
the barrio residants feel pewerless te do much about a felt lsuck
of social mobtility and ecoromic erposrtunity and exhibit a dezree

of confusion atout Liie expectations of the lerger society.



AL.TJENATION IN THY BARRIO:
EASTERN NEW MEXICO

In part, this paper addresses itself in a preliminary
way to the need for a "voice from the barrio"--s need
frequently noted as unfulfilled in the existing 1iterature

on the Mexican Americans.1

In part it is also a progress
- report on a larger research project designed to eiicit and
analyze various social attitudes of residents of the
barrios of five of the larger, predominately Anglo, popu-
lation centers of Eastern New Mexico. Such comment, it is
'hopea, will provide insight intc the way in which this
particular segment of the Mexican American population views
the social svstem in which it lives and, more particularly,
intc the manner in which it sees the educational system in
which it frequently doces not succeed.2 Presumably, infor-
mation ¢f this sort will be of value to educators aﬁd other
gocial planners. The taﬁe recorded material on whieh this
paper is based was cocllected by Véxican American college
students., For the most part the interviews were conducted
in Spanish and in barrios in which the students were well
acquainted. Thé problems of articulaticn of feeling and
of gaining éonfidence were thus felt tc have been minimized.
Unquestiovnadbly, the mcst difficult problem in the

slassification and analysis of_our largely unstructured

t
*
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interviews was to provide some tvpe of conceptual frame-
work which would help teo identify any fecurrent and
persistent points of view reflecting deeply held attitudes,
values, and beliefs. Hypotheses which seek to explain and
interpret the status of Mexican Americans in the social
system in terms of present time orientation, a devaluaticn
of education and work, a non-material view of success, an
adherence to a traditional view of life, and similar
generalized viewpoints are readily available.3 As a
possible means of analysis in our study, however, these
explanations were'rejected as a priori since, while
undoubtedly having a degree of validity for an older and
largely bygone period in the rural areaé of the Southwest,
they sugrcest befcrehand their unerring applicability to
the "eastside" New Mexico barrio which is not the isolated
rural northern New Mexico community in which many of the
early studies’which generated these hypotheses were made.
In order to avoid the comhitment implicit in such an
approach, therefore, we have found it more advantaceous
"to our purpose to handle the task of analysis in terms of
concepts identifiable in the interviews.

Our interview schedule rrovided vart of the classi-
ficatory scheme. fGeneral questions on the felt adequacy
and relevance of the school, the role of the family in the -

education of the young, the value of education, and similar
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areas o¢ ccncern vielded a pattern of resronse that was
readily_1dent1fiable. But a freguency listing of other
views expressed explicitlyv and implicitlv was also fruit-
ful. The types cof comment ontside cur scheinle which
most persisténtly recurred dealt with such concerns as
discriminatién in the school._ and comﬁunitv, teacher
attitudes'toward the Mexican American, stereotyping by and
of Anglos, the socio-economic opportunities and status of
the barrio familv, and problems deriving from conflicting
role and cultural considerations.

The larger research rroject of which this report is
a part will, of course, deal mcre exhaustively with each
c¢f these concerns if the continuing collection of data
validates their persistence as major areas for investi-
gation. For the purposes of this interim report, however,
it was felt t?gt a brrader, more inclusive conceptual
apppoach which would enable us to summarize our progress
to date would be more useful. For this reasoﬁ’it was
decided that the concept of "alienation" was of spzcial
interest since its central theme of estraneement, either
{rom the social system or from self, is sncountered
throughout our interviews. Accordingly, our analysis
focuses on what frequently are identified as alternétive

and supplementary meanines of the alienation phencmena:

powerlessness--or a feeline that one is powerless to




control the circumstances affecting cne's future;

nermlessness--experienced here a sense of confusion abcut
goal expectations and the seeminglyv inconsistent behavior

vpatterns needed to achieve them; self-estrangement--

especially as it related to the intrinsic meaningfulness
and relevance o school and work; and isolation--evidenced
by a questioning of and bewilderment abocut the values and
aims of the larger soclial system and the school.h These
factors are all present to a considerable extent in our
data.

This first repoft on our research is thus a report
on the degree of allenation from school, society, and self,
expressed and implied, in some of the principal harrios of
eastern New Mexico. It does not claim to exhaust the
feelings of bharrio residents in this geographic ;rea, nor
does 1t claim to represent the attitudes of the middle
class Mexican American of either the eastern portion of the
state or elsewﬁere in New “exlco. It does, however, on
the basis of many hours of taved interviews and many pages
of transcript, maintain its representativeness of tﬁe felt
needs and concerrs of the mafority of the residents in the
barrios inveclved who tend to be economically débressed,
lacking in social mobiliﬁy, apprehensive of past and future,
and in varying degrees of conflict in terms of culture,

ldentity, and role. As indicated, the quctations cited



I

are 1n.translation and are tybical of 2 pattern of
sertiment most fregnently encountered in our interviews,
hence no effort has been made to reprcdure all of the

comment offered in a given area of concern.

Powerlessness

.One of the most persistently recurrine themes in our
interviews is a feeling of powerlessness to really do much
about one's situation in i1ife. Representative is this
comment, accusatory, yet self-critical:

A1l the Mexicano kxnows how to do is work like

a burro. . . they send him cut to dig ditches. . .

the jobs .that are the hardest. They don't give

them an orrortunity. And then we ourselves are

at faul: because we éon't have the edncation. You

can stay year after year at a job ard when it comes

time for a promotion thev pive it to the gabache. . .5
The speakar is a married woman in a low income bracket with
a family of six and ohviously has 1ittle hope of seeing
their condition improved either through their own ambition
or by cutside 2ssistance. This sentiment is echoed by
another resident of tre same barrio. who appérently only can
hope that there is some point in havine her children finish

high school:



. « o they don't give vou a chance. They say
there are a lot of opportunities and vou eo ask
for them. . . and they senis ybu somewhere else. . .
just send vou arcund and around.
My brothers have graduated from school and
they have been looking for jots and haven't
been able to find anyvthing. . ; Jjust in the
fields. That's tre only place. So, my kids,
I don't know for them. But I'd still go ahead
with the education ard wish that someday they;d-
£ind a eocd job. |
But for many ¢ the barrio pocor it is not enough just to be
in scko0l since they frequentlyv see themselwves as helpless
in a system where thev are at the mercv of uncomprehending
and insensitive—Anelo teachers, and lacking in identity:
The teachers in the school, you know, don't
like the Mexicanos. . . they tell them nct to
speak Spanish because thev themselves don't
know it. . . and ever 1f the Chicano “oesn't
know how to talk in ¥nglish. |
A1l they want to 4o is get the Chicano out
of school.
A most frequent complaint is that of always havine to accepf

the pele of the euilty:



As soon as vou: go to school they call vou
trouhlemaker at Tirst sight. . . that's the
way thev have us--you know, as you say,
"stereotyvped."®

And in arother harrio the feeling was similar:

They alwavs put the blame on the Mexicano
and always kick him out o7 school. . . takine
away every right the child has. OCne of my kids
lacked only three months of finishing school
and they ran him out becanse he wouldn't get a
haircut. "hen we went to the gradnation we saw
a gringo sitting there and 1f thev hadn't said
his name we wouldn't have Xnown whether he was

a man or whether he was a woman.

-

Normlessne=s

There is further evidence in our interviews of a
sense of cenfusicen on the'part ~f many barrio residents
with respect to the inconsistency of societal goal
expectations and behavior patterns neeied to achieve
them., This feeling 1is most évident with respect to the
perceived performance and goals of the srchools as these
affect the children of the barrio. A1 though implied more
than articvlated, there is a sustained thread of gomment

on the seering disparitv of public andi private goals.



One stiudent who 1earnad the ”system“ :tafes:
There was this bov who was caurht cheating--
a gahachc--thev took him ouvt of class and when
he came hack he was laueghine. He told me later
that the coach had tcld him. . . he would come
ovt passing. So I went ont “or foothall aﬁd 50
far I'm keeping mv grades.

Partignlarly convincing are the oblections to the
rrocedures and organization of many of the schools in
dealineg with the Spanish-speakine. Despite their .
staterments of democratic philosophv, many feachers and
administrators apparently belie these by actions which
suggest a considerable lack of sensitivity to the
economic, sccial, and psychological context in which
the stundent exists, snbstitutineg instead a stereoctyped
image of thé Mexican American student as a basis fer
dealing with him educationall]v. A high school student,
apparently a potentisl drbp out, provides this viewpoint:

A 1ot of the Mexicaros here are kind of
roor. . . and they can't afford to go tec school
full time and help the parents. So most of the -
time thev drop out,completeiy. And if they do
get a Job and keep zoing to school it turns out
to he tco hard to go to schcol and go to work

because the jobs thev got around here for the



Nexicano‘are like washing dishes and going to
work in the fields.

A lot of gringos go full time to school.
They don't have to worry about having 'to help
the family, so the& go 1in with open minds where
tﬁe Mexicano zoes with his head full of prob-
lems.  The teachers, vou know, are not taking
all this into consideration. Right away they
throw him into zanother class at a lower level.
They already got me with the»;éﬁﬁiggs.s
The statement 1s more than a ratiqﬁélfzation. It 1s also
a comment on social justice, a questicn about equality of _ e~
opportunity modified by ecoﬁomic and social factors and
by what 1s seen as a svstem oblivious to some of the most
basic problems of many of its members. The sense of
alienation is evident. The social norms are recognized,
but seen as meaningless. AThe attitudeé expressed in the
barrio are hardly those o®ficially espoused by the school
and society, yet there is reason to believe that the school
contributed to their formation by the inconsistency between
stated purposes ard the means of attainment; that is,
between norms and the official actions which frequently

contradict the statements of high social purpose.
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Self-astranrcement and Tsclation

The dezree of alienation of the people in our sample
is further evidenced by the estrangement “rom school and.
work implicit in the drop out statistics and job mobility
of many of the interviewees., For the most part our
responderts were school drop outs ard represented varying
degrees of employability and employment. Satisfaction
derivipg from educaticnal and work experiences 1s nowhere
expressed. While there is a verbélAfecognition of the
value of education as a means tc ‘“‘get ahead" in the
svstem economically, there 1s also a sense of futility
angd frustration when the availabilitv of oprortunities 1is
mentioned: As noted, there 1s the rersistent reference to
the meniality of avallable work and an accompanvine sense
of humiliation. There is also a strongly felt disillusion-
"ment with an educational and social system which appear to
serve only the dominant group.

The sense of estrangement and 1solation whicﬁ we
encountered was also seen by some as the result of different,
and perhaps traditional, values and expectations on the part
of other familieé in the barrio. This alleged absence of
responsibility was not infrequently emphasized:

They shouldn't let tzenagers gquit school.
You know, l1lke telling them: 'You are already

oid enouen to help me work.'
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The parents. . . don't give the child
encouréqehent. The'”ather Just goes off to
work in the morning arnd comes back in the
evenine and thinks that he has fulfilled his
obligation. They don't gzive them advice.
This might be because the parents themselves
414 not go tc school. . . I think the parents
should give them consejos.
The sense of isolation is also personal:
When one's in a lower grade, Chicano,
gabhacho, or whatever, all play together and
hang around tosether. But when vou get to be
in about the ninth grade people start realizing
the difference., The gahacho Jjust keeps more
to himself and the Chicano in turn keeps more
to himself, In the activities that I was
invoivei in T more or less had tc zo with my
own raza. . « the societyv the wav we gst 1t. . .
the majority doesn't e?en know vou éxist.
A higbh school student, after hls first exposure to a
recently instituted course in Vexican American culture,
apparently achleves some tvpe of racial identity for the
firs” time along with a sense of pride and dignity:
We're takineg these course now. . . which is

good. That way we'll know where we came from,
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Like I never was aware that we were part
Indian, I thousht we were Just plaln Mexican,
or Spaniards. But now we reélize that we're
a mixture, that we came out of a great civil-
ization that hardly anybody knows here in town.
I go out and talk about it and they don't
believe me. They want to see books--especially

the o0ld folks.
Summary

An effort has been made to summarize our research to
date on scme o7 the attitﬁdes toward schocl and society
generally held by the residents of five 0o© the principal
barrios of eastern Yew Mexico. 2ur tape recorded inter-
views were analyzed in terms of the degree of powerlessness,
normlessness, self-estrargement, and isolation exnressed or
1mplieé as evidence of a prattern o alienation., There are
the persistent and recurrine themes of belng discriminated
against, of futilityv, and o° beine the stereotyped victims
of the larger system; there is also the bewildermei t and
isolation of many of the Spanish-sveakire children 1n the
Anglc dJorinated school. No attempt was made to report on
all the data collected as part of our larger research
preject, but our findings thus far are consistent with the

tvpe of grievances uncovered more formally during the
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Cablinet Committee Héarings on MYexican American Affairs
in 1967 in =1 Paso.? Here, also, concerns about the
sincerity, adequacy, meaninsfulness, and relevance of
governmental agencies and other social institutions were
a principal part cf the testimony. The Hearinrs likewise
provided evidence of strong feelings of mistrust,
discrimination, and lack of educational and economic
opportunities similar to those reported in our 1nter-'
views. Further, our data dces not support some of the
previcusly noted hypotheses whichk are frequentiy advanced
as explanation of Mexican American social and economic
statvs, The value of education, for example, is reveatedly
stressed throughout our interviews as a means of betterment
of self ard race, although there 1is some confusion about
its apparent relevance and availahility.

Not 211 our data reflects a totally necative tvpe of
comment on the socizl and educational svstems. The role
of the family and individiial responsibilitv are frequently
emphasized. But, tvpicallv, the response obtained reflects
what we judge to be at this point a widespread sense of
alienation throuehout the barrios surveyed., A sense of
powerlessness to break out o what Oscar Tewls dAefined as
the "culture of poverty" 1s evident, as are féelinzs of
confusion ahout social purpose and the means for its

attainment either within the svstem or 1ndividua11y.
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Our report to this pcint is not held to be con-
clusive. We speak with certainty only to the extent that
there is a definite pattern of grievance and a sense of
alienation in.the barrio. we must relv on a continuing
research effort to enable us to provide increasingly

detailed information and recommendations.

I




PCOTNNTES

1. See for example, Leo Grebler, Joan W. Moore, Ralph

C. fGuzman, The Mexican-Anzrican People (New York:

The Free Press, 1970), p. 588: '"No area nceds more
research and thought than the relationship between
Mexican Americans and social institutions. . .
/inciuding/ the schools and ~=allzges,™

See also Stan Steiner, La Raza: The Mexican Americans

{New York: Harper and Row, 1970), p. 4Ok, where he
notes that almost nowhere is there "a voice from the
barrio."

And Oscar Tewis, La Vida (New York: Random House, 1966),

preface, in which he stressss the value of the tape
recorder methbd in givineg "a woilce to people who are
rarely heard" and "an inside view to a stvle of 1ife. . .
which 1s largely unknown, ienored, or inaccessible to
most middle class readers." |

2. There are numerous works documenting the low educational
level and high dropout rate of pecple of Spanish
surname. The principal sovrce of these statistics is
the 1960 U. S. BRureau 6’ Cénsns reports.

3. Grebler, Moore, Guzman, cp. cit., p. 158, and Toan

W. Moore, Mexican Americans: Procblems and Prosvects

(Madison: Uriversity of Wisconsin, 1967), pp. W3-Ll,
beth delireate and comment on types of hyprotheses

usually advarced.
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For a detallet discussion on the meaning of the

concept of alienation which incorporates these

alternative mearings, see Melvin Seeman, "On the

Meanirg of Alienation,” American Sociological

Review, X¥IV (1959), 783-9l.

gabacho-- as used here and generallv in Vew Mexico
the word 1is péjorative and is aprlied to any Anglo.
tontitos-- fools.

Grebler, Moore, fuzman, op. cit., prp. 590-593.



