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Economic Success and Ethnicity:

Mexican-Americans in San Jose

Diane A. Reynolds
San Jose State University

Abstracﬁ - ‘ .y
Both laymen and scholars in the United States have assumed B
that the maintenance of ethnic ties! is basically incompatible’
withieconomic succesé. The economic absorption of migrant gfoups
has been considered one of the most powerful precipitators of
complete assimilation to Anglo-American culture? (Graves 1965;'
Weppn;r 1968, 1971). To test this generalization, two ecoﬁ5ﬁj—

cally contrasting groups of Mexican-Americans were studied over

a oﬁeeYear period in San Jose, California (Reynolds 1974)°3¥ﬁg:” 't?h

"fh; results of the study suggest that écénomic faCtéstf: L
influence the mannef in which identiﬁy is.expressed, but do nbt
bear a simple, direct cbrrelétion-with the strength of an
individual's ethnic identity.' The ten most economically'succéss—.l
ful informants'ﬁho comprise the focus of this paper exhibited.

either an "assimilationist” or a "bicultural" adaptation to their

——
et

dual ethnic identity. Informants' life stories; their attitudes
towards_Anglos, and their personal values'and goals helped explaiqf_l
which adapfive style they were grouped‘into. informénts;diéplayed:,Lf
an ethnic identity most consistently and intensely in their primary |

social networks; and none of the informants expressed or displayed::. -

a _onsistent commitment to full assimilation.




Description of the Study

Tﬁe goals of the study were to discover the degree to which
economic success was associated with loss of ethnicity in a small
segment of an urban Mexican-American population, and to identif?
the adaptive strategie54 used by these Mexican-American individuals
living in an Anglo-American social and cultural context. |

By working briefly in several Mexican-American community

organizations in San Jose, I located a group suitable for study

in a federally funded community development project in the down-

town area. Ten Mexican-American administrators in this organization

formed the sample'of individuals for my study who were economi-
cally successful and well integrated into the American economic
system. Their "target population" -~ the individuals for‘whom

their program had been designed and funded - Werekeconémically._

at the opposite extreme. My informants in this latter group

were twenty-four "students" enrolled in job rehabilitation classes
sponsored and run by the community organization.

This paper will focus on the ethnicity patterns and adaptive
strategies of the ten staff members. Staff members ranged in '
occupational posiEion'from secretary to chief program administrator.
They ranged in aée from 25 to 50, most had histories of stable_ 
employment, and the majority were second-generation U. S. born.
They differed in the degree of their economic self-sufficiency:;

their salaries ranged from $6000/year to $20,000/year; none was

receiving welfare. Most of the staff members originated from

lower-class agricultural families.
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These ten informants are a selected sample in that they were
all working in the same organization, one whose function it was
to improve economic conditions for Mexican-Americans. Because
of the small size and the occupational bias of the sample, the

findings of this study may not be applicable to other occupational

categories, including Mexican-Americans who are at a significantly

E

higher economic level. The occupational orientation of the staff

did not necessariiy indicate a preference for socializing with
fellow Mexican-Americans, nor was it necessarily associated with
political militancy. While they did work in an organization which
servéa'a Mexican-American population, they were hired in part be;
cause they were highly acculturated. Except‘for two of ﬁhe secre-
taries, the primaryctask of the staff was to seek out and interact
wiEhdpot;Etially useful persons in the Anglo business community;
and to encourage Anglo employers to hire more Mexican—AmefiEans.
Staff members were hired on the basis of how well and easily they
formed working and éocial ties with Anglos, and how comfortable |
and familiar they were with tﬁe norms and habits of Angio—Americén'
societf. H

Methodology

Most of the research time was spent pérticipating in job-
rehabilitation classes, observing staff members during workihg
hours, and socializing with both staff and students during lunch
hours. During the year a formal four-hour interview was conddé%ed
with each informant. Life hisfories were also collected from each

individual. The interviews were divided into three main topics:
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a) family background and basic census information; b) economic
and occupational success and satisfaction; and c¢) ethnicity.

Degree of economic success was determined by combining a
‘variety of measures, including the level of an informant's
occupational skills, present salary, and pfesent status within
the organization. Also included in the informants' ratings were
the degree of job stability demonstrated in the last year, the
degree of expreésed job satisfaction, and the degree of economic
indepéndence. Finally, informants were ranked according to
their level of economic success. |

Under the heading of ethnicity, informants responded to a
variety of guestions about their social petworks and primary
relationships, recreational and food preferences, most admired,
rolenmodels, religious affiliation, faéility ihlSpaniéh,:aﬁév *'
5

their feelings about Mexican and Anglo cultures, Chicanismo,

Anglos, and their own ethnic identities. In addition, invthe

course of their daily work, informants were observed and scored o

for the extent to which they displayed external symbols of
ethnicity such as use of Spanish, distinctly Mexican or Latin
dress, or ethnically-oriented political buttons.® Informants®
responses in each of these categories were scored and condensgd |
into an Ethﬁicity Scale. Scores on the Ethnicity Scale were
then trahslated into a rank oraering of informants. The numbér.
and strength of specifically ethnic components in an informant'é

social networks, dress style, language behavior, religious
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affiliation, self-identification and expressed values, preferences,

and opinions, indicated the strength of that individual's ethnic

identity .
An informant with a strong ethnic identity would be one who,

for example, spent most of his leisure time with fellow Mexican-

Americans, was married to a Mexican-American, ate primarily

Mexican food, sought out recreational activities, music, movies

and books that were distinctly Mexican oOr Mexican-American in

character, who spoke Spanish and was actively teaching his children :-

Spanish, who tended to name Mexicans Or Mexican-Americans as most

admired figures, practiced catholicism, was knowledgeable about f:?

Mexican or Mexican-American culture and history, and expressed

pOSltlve feellngs about Mex1can ethn1c1ty and opposed the ldea

i e-a.r..‘,.'

of complete aSSLmllatlon to Anglo—Amerlcan culture. Flnally,;g,

the economlc rank and Ethn1c1ty Scale rank of each lnformant wast:f"

correlated,f indicating the degree of relationship between the

two. Interview and observational data were used to lnterpret the

correlations and to identify the adaptive styles exhibited by

the informants.’

Results: Staff Ethnicity Patterns

~The significant finding for this study was that statf meﬁbefef

economac rankings did not correlate consistently with their

ethnicity scores. Staff members varied from each other in the -

degree of econcmic self-sufficiency, in salary and job status,;

and in their occupational satisfaction. The strength of a staff -
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member's ethnic identity, however, could not be predicted from
his economic standing. Equally striking was the finding that
despite the high level of economic and social integration into
Anglo-American society of staff members as a whole, staff members
generally demonstrated strong ethnic ties in some major area of
their lives.

Table I below shows the relationship between informants'
economic rank (Aéhighest econoﬁic status, J-lowest) and their

Ethnicity Scale ranks (l=lowest level of ethnic identity, 10=

highest).

Table I. Occupational Rank and Ethnicity Scale Rank of Each

Informant
Informant Ethnicity Scale Rank
A 3
B 4
c 1
D 6
E 8
F 4
G 10
H 1
I 6 !
J 9

The informant ranking second occupationally ranks fourth on the

Ethnicity Scale, indicating that he maintains a moderate number

8
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of ethnic ties despite his high occupational status. The
informants ranking fourth and fifth occupationally, rank sixth
and eighth on the Ethnicity Scale, indicating that they display
a high degree of ethnicity despite their relatively high stand-
ing economicaily. Informant H, who ranks third from the bottom

economically, ranks first on the Ethnicity Scale, indicating a

strong tendency toward assimilation despite her relatively low

economic rank.

Another way to diagram the relationship between ethnicity

and economic ranking is seen in Figure 2.

Figure 2.
A .
_B .
. .
D s
Economic
Success B~ .
F ’
G
H .
. .
J

I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
low ethnic ’
identity

high ethnic
identity
Ethnicity

Graphic presentation of informants along variables of

Figure 2.
economic success and ethnicity.
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Here the position of informants is compared to an idealized 1l:l
positive correlation between high economic position and high
assimilation (or low ethnic identity). As the diagram demonstrates,
the three most economically successful informants (A,B,C) were
among the five staff members who scored the lowest in ethnic
jdentity. The next two most economically successful informants,
however, exXpress relatively strong ethnic identity. The next five

informants (F through J) are widely scattered in their ethnicity

rankings, with three of the five scoring sixth or above in strength

of ethnic identity.
At a superficial behavioral level most staff members seemed

highly acculturated, if not assimilated, to Anglo-American culture.

Their style of dress did not distinguish them from Anglos. All

2ty

spoke.English better than they spoke Spanish. .A few staff -
members spoke almost no spanish. The staff members unanimousl&ﬁf.

expressed strong loyalty to the U. s. and a clear North American

national identity. One staff member expressed his feelings for

this country in the following way:

T'm an American of Mexican heritage. I
put my life on the line for my country.
The Mexican £flag Goesn't do a thing for
me. I didn't fight for it...0ld Glory '

is my flagf
Staff members as a group also showed a movement towara Anglo
nérms {ox conversely, a weakening of traditional Mexican norms)
in religious affiliation. There were only two practicing

catholics in the group.

Although staff members seemed superficially to exemplify a

10
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pogitive correlation between economic success and cultural

assimilation, even in those arcas of life in which staff menbers
seemed most fully acculturated their assimilation to Anglo norms

was incomplete. For example, although the staff as a whole spoke

English better than Spanish, most were making efforts to teach

Spanish to their children. Similarly, there was a constant

shifting from English to Spanish and back to English during
informal office conversations. Although ethnicity did not
determine staff members' choices of food, recreational acti&ities
and role models, ethnic elements wefe evident in aﬁout half of
informant's choices in these areas. As an example, Several‘s;aff
- members said they admired the Kennedy brothers, but did so |
specifically because of their efforts on behalf of the Mexican-
American people in this country. |

ﬁhere ethnicity seemed to have the strongest influence on
behavior was in the staff members' choices of primary social
and emotional ties. The fact that these informants chose theif
closest personai relationships among fellow Mexican-Americans
is espécially significant considering the extensive amount of
profeésional and-social contact staff members had with Anélos
on a daily basis. The main task of over half these informants
was to seek out and interact with influential Aﬁglos in San Jose

and act as bargainers and advocates for the economic and social

needs of local Mexican-Americans. In general, staff members .

estimated that most of their professional contacts and most of

their informal social contacts were with Anglos rather than

[N
[y
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Chicanos. In addition, staff members' life historics rovealed
years of close, if not intimate, interaction with Anglos in
school and in the Armed Forces. Deépite a high rate of inter-
action with Anglos and histories of Anglo friendships, staff
members showed a clear preference for Mexican-American best
friends and marital partners. Half reported a preference for
socializing with Mexican-Americans on a casual basis also.
Informants' emotional and psychological ties to ‘their ethnic
backgfound also became evident in discussions of basic life
values and goals. One staff member who appeared to be one of
the most highly acculturated in dress, language, and social
network and who was the only staff member married to an Anglo,
was at the same time one of the most critical of Anglo-American
culture and étrongly oriented to (his interpfetation of) Eradiﬁibnal“

Mexican culture.

I see tremendous failures in this country. .
There's too much compromising...the American
way of life is too pragmatic and money

oriented...So I've acculturated economically

but I haven't really acculturated all the way..

Mexico is more peogple-oriented. The door is

always open to anybody...people just stop byeo.

It's a beautiful part of relating with people.
mhis same informant was actively involved in increasing the
"oultural awareness" of both Anglos and Mexican-Americans by

$ ) )

participating in groups such as the Fine Arts Commission and
in the Mexican-American Cultural Foundation. Only two staff
members seemed to be striving to divest themselves of their

ethnicity and assimilate completely to Anglo-American culture.
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Even in these two cases the informants showed ambivalence about

losing all traces of their ethnic identity.

Interpretations

Most writers in the field of acculturation in this country

have been asslmllated Anglos, and thus have been members of the

host culture rather than members of an adapting culture. Partly .

for this reason, we have assumed that total assimilation to Anglo-

Amerlcan culture was inevitable, and our primar

to discover the variables which elther accelerate or retard thlS '

"inevitable" process. Only recently have we begun to actively

investigate the idea that complete assimilation may be neither

1nev1table nor desirable, and to realize that the perceptlons\;u

and goals of the assimilating individual play a determlnlng role

in the acculturatlon process. In this particular study, the ."'

lnformants dlscussed the personal conflicts and.ambiguities they

faced as members of a v1s1ble mlnorlty. Taken together, these

statements help to explain why staff members appeare

in certain areas of their lives, while they remained ethnlcally

orlented in others.. They illustrate why economic success, taken

alone, was an inadequate predictox of asslmllatlon, and how -

personal goals and perceptlons influenced patterns of accultura—~

tion in this population.

Although the sample is small, and although the lnformants

N lnterest has been.

d ass1mllated e

were occupationally lnvolved ln the soc1al hetterment of Mex1can—_.

Americans, none of the staff members felt their ethnic ties

13
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resulted from political militancy. In fact, as Xias been
mentioned, the staff members were patriotic and natlonallstlc

as a group. None of the staff memtz -s said they associated.

with.Mexican—Americans in order to strengthen or reaffirm their

ethn1c1ty. As 1mportant as their ethnic background was to most

of them, 1nformants preferred not to be perceived prlmarlly in

terms of their ethn1c1ty.

Instead staff members seemed to feel that for varlous

reasons, both 1nternal and ekternal to themselves, full asslml—

~

latlon to Anglo—Amerlcan culture was not a reallstlc and v1able,

alternatlve for them. The follow1ng is a summary of three major e

onfllcts experlenced by 1nformants whlch help to explaln why
complete asslmllatlon was v1ewed as elther 1mposs1ble or -

-unattractlve to staff memberSc=

1. The confllct between 1nformants national identltyfV:
‘'vs. how they felt they were labeled and percelved
by other Americans. -

"There s no doubt in my mind that I'm
an American. On the other hand, I know.
the tendency is for most Anglos to look
at me and notice I'm different.

2. The conflict between a desire for the material and
educational benefits that assimilation might bring -
vs. the dangers of "selling out" - such as des-—- ’
truction of kinship ties, loss of self-esteem, and
potential rejection by Anglos. :

3. The conflict between a desire to escape ethnic
labels altogether vs. the desire to be totally
accepted, ethnic heritage and all.

Staff members thus saw themselves caught in a situation in .

‘which material goals frequently conflicted with their desires

14
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for acceptance and self-esteem. Staff members also perceived
a discrepancy between their perceptions of themselves and what
they felt were the perceptions of Anglo-Americans around them.

They felt an attraction to many elements of their ethnic back-

-ground while realizing that their ethnicity was sometimes a

source of pain. Finally, staff membeirs were torn between wanting

to be accepted for what they in fact were (both Mexican and
One informant expressed thls feellngﬁ;n the following way:
I'm a Mexican-American because of my
famlly ties. I am involved too, though
so 'in that sense I'm a Chicano...I'd

like to feel that I'm just (his own
name). That's what we're all fighting

Four.,

Besides these problems and rlsks, two other factors seemed
to dlscourage complete ass1m11atlon, even among staff members
at the highest economic level in this group. First, complete
assimilation was not essential to the attainment of a relatively
high deéfee of economic success and social recognition.
1nformants were dlscouraged from complete assimilation by thelr
experiences and observations of Anglo-American society: an |
assimilated MexicanﬁAmerican is still labeled as ethnically
different from an Anglo-American and thus potentially is still
a target-for anti-Mexican prejudice and stereotyping.

Informants achieved many of theirveducational and material
goals by part1c1pat1ng in and (to varylng extents) identifying

with Anglo-American-society. Realization of interpersonal needs,

Secondly,‘fg .



however, seemed more -easily fulfilled in the context of close

relationships with other Mexican-Americans. In other words,
although @ost of the staff members reported they could get along
as well with Latins and Anglos, and had an equal number of friends
in each group, their closest emotional relationships were not with
Anglos and they reported overall a greater ease of interactioh‘
among fe'low Mexlcan—Amerlcans.

In part they attributed thls greater rapport to the fact
that they had more in common w1th people of a Latin bac&ground.n
Even more important, however, was their experlence w1th Anglo
prejudlce (whether on a personal or institutional level) which.

had made them feel uncomfortable to varying degrees in all-

-

Anglo contexts:

T always recuynized a certain feeling of
superiority among Anglos, but I told my-
self I was an exception. I was a good
Mexican...When I got out (of the Service)
I started seeing subtle forms of

! discrimination.

Another informant described her disillusionment after high school: . ..

In highschool I had about three Anglo
friends. I got along with them fairly
well, but sometimes their parents seemed
klnd'of uneasy...Sometimes when I'm in a
tore with all Anglos I feel resentful
that no Mexicans have been hired...I was
very rebellious in my own way when I got
out of Catholic School where everyone is
supposed to be equal and God loves every-
one, and I found out the world wasn't

llke that.

'In fact,

staff merbers said they could most successfully escape ethnlc

it was precisely in a Mex1canaAmer1can context that T
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1abels and stereotypes. The promise of the melting pot - that
one could become an integral part of an ethrically mixed group

while retaining one's individuality - could not be achleved by

these informants in the Anglo-American "pot". In an Anglo

context their Mexican ethnicity was a potential stigma, which ”'
often prevented comfortable interaction and made them feel they o
were locked into a stereotyped category. With fellow Mexican—ﬂ: o
formants felt they were more freqdently being o

Americans,

judged and perceived as 1nd1v1duals, and they did not have to

break through an ethnic stereotype before ach1ev1ng a sense of g

person-to-person contact.

Up to this point staff members have been discussed as‘a€-~

slngle group, and variations between members of the group have y'ﬁk

/

not been emphas1zed. Although these informants lndependently

‘.
..._,,,

made similar statements about the problems they faced as a E

visible‘minority,three of the staff members differed from the A

other seven in thelr responses to these conflicts. Seven of the

lnformants seemed to be follow1ng what mlght be called a )

ublculturalﬂ strategy. Tndividuals using this strategy lnte—dzﬁépf'

grated an American national identity w1th a Mexican ethnlc

ldentlty and sought rewards and benefits from both reference»

groups. For example, several informants attempted to compensate ,ﬁ o

.for a percelved lack of recognition and status among Anglos by .

involving themselves in Mex1canaAmer1can organlzatlons whlch f

relnforced thelr pride in thelr Mexican herltage. Another‘

informant integrated both aspects of her identity in a more

17
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individualistic and personal way:

From my Mexican side I get the pride
which keeps me going, the respect for
people, and for religion. From my
American side I get my freedom, the
right to say what I want. I've gotten
a lot from both of them.

Another possible response to the threat of social rejection

is to attempt to meet society's standards, to eliminate the

differences that are the sources of social disapproVal and

social ineguality. The three staff members who ranked lowest

_on the Ethnicity Scale seemed to have adopted this "assimilationist"

approacH. Unlike other staff members, these informants said

they would not be bothered if no one ever knew they were Mexican- ;

American. They had a greater number of close personal ties withi

Anglos than the other staff members, and said they had been

accused by fellow—Mex1caneAmer1cans of having sold out f belng“

“coconuts"” (They had, by the way, also been accused of belng

trouble makers by some Anglos, an indication that thelr strategy

was satisfying neither. Anglos nor fellow Mex1can=Amer1cans.)

‘They differed from other staff members in that they reported L _f{'“'

making no consc1ous ef forts to maintain a Mexican cultural

~yadition, to dlsplay their ethnic background, Or to dlffer—‘

entiate themselves from Anglos. They were also the least .

critical of Anglo-American society. When asked what advantages,

if any, she saw in her Mexican origins, one of these informants '

replied "I'm afrald you got me there. ‘Can weigo on to something

else?” The same informant spoke of feellng terrified in the

18
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company of large numbers of Mexican-Americans.

Unless society accords fairly consistent admiration or

prestige for being different, a person can hardly be expected

to feel completely and consistently proud of his differentness

Even informants who said they had made peace with thelr dual

identities had doneé sO by individually battling against social

stereotypes and recurring discrimination. The bicultural adapta-

tion seemed to be proving generally successful for the_informants'*i-

who hadladOpted'lt. The seven bicultural individuals had

managed to achieve *r themselves not only stable employment,

‘but the opportunlty to express thelr oplnlons on soc1al 1ssues )

and to exert some influence on social welfare policies. They

were able to interact both casually and professionally in Anglo—

‘Amerlcan society, and their sense of Amerlcan national 1dent1ty

was firm. . Even theée jndividuals, however, were engaged in a
perpetual struggle to balance their material and professional
goals their desire for self—esteem, and their desire for .

approval from both Anglos and fellow Chicanos.
The degree to which self— esteem had been gained or lost by .

asslmllatloﬂlst staf‘ members is not clear from this study,

although all informants indicated that their self-esteem was
maintained with considerable personal effort. Positive self-

esteem is probably always threatened when an individual must

intain it 1n oppos1tlon to much of what

e %l -

struggle to develop and ma

his society- tells him about himself.

19




conclusions

In the process of participating in Anglo—dominated

occupational and social networks, the informants in this study

personally confronted major barriers to full assimilation.

some of the barriers seemed in nherent in the economic and soc1al

structure of the larger society. one informant, for example,

stated that because of his lack of formal educational creden-

tials, he had been unable to attain the occupational level in

the sc1entiFic community for which his actual occupational

experience had prepared him.® On the other hand, he had dif—

ficulty finding iower-level positions because his experience in

‘1aboratories made him "overqualified" according to some employers.

- perhaps the strongest psychological barrier to assimllation_

was the informants' inability (or unw1llingness) to risk the loss

of self-esteem and primary group ties which is implied in a total

psychologlcal identificatlon with An gloeAmerican soc1ety and

culture. Informants felt they had encountered a no-win- s1tuation,

in which they were being asked to disavow their owh her1tage

psychologically and behaViorally, and then to risk that Anglos

would still judge aad perceive them in terms of their ethnic

background.

perhaps what emerges most clearly from thls study are thef'

complex and conflicting realities which can be experienced by

“individuals with a dual identity. As the informants, show,lai'fy;f“""

person can be committed to economic and educational success.

20
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and strive to be accepted as an undifferentiated member of

Anglo-American society; while at the same time perceiving

that society is 1imited in its ability to incorporate him,

and while being both ambivalent and uncertain about the

implications of full assimilation. Assimilation is discouraged

in part by the present social structure of our society; but
perhaps more fundamentally by the individual's unwillingness or

" inability to destroy a portion of himself. Rather than attempt

full assimilation and risk rejection (by either Angigs or-feliow .

ethnics) and loss of self-esteem, most informants retaiﬁed some

ethnic ties and cultivated primary social networks in which they -

felt accepted as individual human beings. -

21
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Notes

1. "Ethnic ties® is used here to mean cultural and linguistic

ties with a group other than Anglo-=Saxon Or Northern

European.

2. The phrase "Anglo~American culture" refers to the core values ]

and social attributes of the American middle class white

: majority. Although thls is a heterogeneous group when des—
cribed‘at a specific level (some are Cathollc, some are |

Protestant for example), one can identify major characterlstlcs

of this group which distinguish them from the lower soc1o-_’

economic class and from peoples of color in the U. S. See

M.:Arensberg (1971) and F. Hsu (1971) for descrlptlons of ,.f

Amerlcan mlddle class culture.
71 and Wés'?ombletedna§§3;:?

’ GO
1. '

3. The research was begun in September 19

1n December 1972.

'4.‘ For a dlscus51on and exemplification of the concept of

adaptlve strategy, see Spindler, George and Lou1se

Splndler (l97l) Pp 1-18.

5. "Chicanismo“ refers to the polltlcallyhorlented act1v1sm and

awareness of Mexican-Americans. Among my 1nformants, the : T“'

off1c1al definition of a Chicano was a polltlcally aware and ,:f”

lnvolved Mexican-American. A Mex1can~Amer1can was 51mply -g[”;f

" a person of Mexican heritage. The older staff members tended o

to use "Mex1canquer1can" when referrlng to themselves because¢39

"Chlcano" was a more recent label they were unaccustomed to EAE

us1ng, not because they saw themselves as unlnvolved polltlcally.

22
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Much of the initial fieldwork involved discovering what
dress or hair style was considered by informants to
conétitute an expression of ethnicity.

Kendall's statistic (Hollander and Wolfe 1973) was appiied
on the two rank scores (economic rank and Ethnicity Scale

rank) to confirm the independence of these two measures.
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