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M
any Mexicans who have emi-
grated to the United States
in recent years cannot expect

socio-economic mobility there either for
themselves or for their children. Mex -
ico's labor market interacts with that of
the U.S. to create favorable conditions
for a hybrid “immigrant job niche” to
flower in innumerable places through-
out the United States.
While in a certain sense the constant

flow of migrants blurs the border be -
tween the two countries, new boundaries
inside the United States are emer g ing:
the neighborhoods where Mexicans live
and Spanish is spoken and the occupa -

tions in which the Latino work force
is concentrated. The great number of
U.S. labor market niches occupied by
Mexican workers and the “Latino bar-
rios” —where people tend to be crowd-
ed in and everything is in Spanish— are
a kind of limbo, a space suspended or
caught between two worlds.
The people living in these areas tend

to measure their well-being by the Third
World conditions they left behind. This
makes their surroundings quite accept -
able to them even when they are often
the worst in terms of prevailing U.S.
standards. Mexican workers generally
have the least desirable and worst pay-
ing jobs and congregate in run-down
neighborhoods where their children go

to schools filled with children who also
belong to the so-called ethnic or racial
minorities. Given the low educational
levels they arrive with and their lack of
knowledge of English, they cannot have
greater expectations in a labor market
as segmented and stratified as that of
the United States. Nevertheless, it can
turn out to be even more difficult for
their children than for them to find out
who they are, where they are and why
they are there.

GROWING U.S. LATINO POPULATION

Between 1990 and 2000, the U.S. pop-
ulation increased by 13.2 percent, while
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the Latino population grew 57.9 per-
cent, more than the Asians’ 53 percent,
and more than predictions had fore-
cast. In the last decade, the Latino pop-
ulation also grew the most in absolute
terms: 12.9 million. The non-Hispanic
white population only increased 6.5 mi l -
lion; Afro-Americans, 4.7 million; and
Asians, 3.5 million. 
While it is true that Latinos have

among the highest birth rates, a con -
siderable part (approximately 46 per-
cent) of the enormous increase in their
numbers in this period was due to im -
migration. Latinos were forecast to be -
 come the country’s largest ethnic or
racial minority by 2005, but that had

already happened by the 2000 census,
despite the fact that a good number
of undocumented immigrants evaded
the census-takers. The 2000 census
puts the number of Afro-Americans at
33.9 million, or 12 percent of the pop -
ulation, and Hispanics at 35.3 million,
or 12.5 percent of the entire popula-
tion. Even though there are differences
of opinion about the number of undo c -
umented migrants, a certain consen-
sus exists on two issues: half or perhaps
more are Mexican, and about 40 per-
cent of the total reside in a single state,
California. 

LATINOS AND THE JOB MARKET

Although there are enormous differ-
ences among all these people, who
come from more than 20 countries, the
rest of Americans identify them as His -

panics or Latinos, even when this label
means nothing for the majority of them,
who identify themselves as from their
countries of origin. Throughout the
1990s, one factor that contributed to
this enormous influx of Latino immi-
grants —both legal and illegal— to the
United States was the ease with which
they could find jobs. Mexicans who go
north are generally seeking a better job
or to join their relatives already employed
there.
As is to be expected, non-skilled im -

migrants almost always enter the lower
levels of the job and wage market where,
in any case, they make more than they
would in their home countries. On the

other hand, several countries lose high-
ly qualified professionals and techni-
cians for the same reason. With notable
exceptions —such as our Nobel Prize
winner for chemistry and other scien-
tists, professionals and artists— the ma -
jority of Mexicans who emigrate are

low-skilled workers, who, even if they
have more schooling than the average
Mex ican, generally have less than the
least qualified U.S. worker. Mexican
immigrants have earned the reputation
of being good workers because they
withstand long work days and lower
wages than other groups. Since many
are re cent arrivals and undocument-
ed, they generally do not protest bad
or unfair treatment by the boss. They
make few demands and do not answer
back. For all these reasons, in several
areas in which English is not a prere -
quisite, they have become business-
men's favorite workers.

Where racism and discrimination
against  Afro-Americans prevails, Mex -
icans are also more accepted as work-
ers; however, many of the people who
hire them to work in their shops and
factories do not want them as neighbors.
The availability of this cheap la  bor was
one of the key elements of the 1990s
economic boom. For the last 10 years,
the U.S. economy created more than
20 million jobs, most of which did not
require university schooling and were
therefore low-paying. It is by no means
fortuitous that La tinos’ mean income
—for both men and women— is much
smaller than that of non-Hispanic
whites and even than Afro- Amer icans,
traditionally the worst paid, poorest
sector of the U.S. population.
Mexicans are the most disadvan-

taged economically. Their mean pay
—for both men and women— is lower
than that of other Latino groups. These
disadvantages are explained in part by
the fact that Mexicans have lower edu -
cational levels at a time when school-
ing weighs more than ever in deter-
mining income. In general, women also
earn less than men given the same
schooling, and Afro-Americans and La -
tinos earn less than non-Hispanic whites
with the same educational level. 
The labor market's segmentation and

stratification increased in the 1980s,
creating greater labor and wage polar-
ization. The number of positions and
wages increased at the high end of the
job market, but with a greater demand
for education. At the same time, low-
skilled, low-paid jobs also increased
in number. Getting promoted from
the assembly line to the board room is
now practically impossible. Managers
of big companies come out of the most
prestigious universities’ business schools,
not the ranks of the workers.
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Mexican neighborhoods 
emerge from the quest for affinity and 
solidarity in a hostile environment.
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The percentage of the work force
employed directly in the production of
goods tends to drop. On the other hand,
low-paying service sector jobs requir-
ing little formal education abound.
There are fewer and fewer jobs that
offer high incomes without requiring
a high level of education. Therefore, in
general, Latinos and most non-His pa n -
ic whites do not compete for the same
jobs, live in the same neighborhoods or
send their children to the same schools.

MEXICAN NEIGHBORHOODS

IN THE U.S.

Socio-economic stratification derived
from —among other factors— a greater
segmentation of the labor market can
also be seen in the residential fragmen -
tation and division of cities and their
suburbs into very differentiated neigh -
borhoods. Economic segregation is
sharp er and more effective for deter-
mining where people will live than any
municipal ordinance, like those that
exist in some places, prohibiting Afro-
Americans, Jews or other groups from
buying houses in areas reserved for
white Anglo-Saxons. Latino or Mex ican
neighborhoods, like ethnic neighbor-
hoods in the past, emerge from the
quest for affinity and solidarity in a hos -
tile environment. Staying in them for
many years or even several generations,
however, is also due in part to the eco -
nomic limitations that make other
pla ces inaccessible.
Today, Mexican neighborhoods are

sprinkled throughout the United States
from Boston to San Diego. These areas
have stores where tortillas, tamales and
chili peppers are sold; signs and ads
are in Spanish, just like the music and
the voices that can be heard on the

streets. Here, housing is more modest
and cars older. Municipal clean-up and
garbage services are usually less effi-
cient than in other areas of the city.
There are always more people in the
street, but they are usually short and
dark, with brown eyes. In addition, even
though banned, street sales and itin-
erant salespeople that cannot be seen
elsewhere are to be found here. There
are also gangs, graffiti and drug sales.
Sometimes people are afraid to go out
on the street at night.
Los Angeles’ Mexican barrio has

existed since before the city was part
of the United States. East Los Ange les,
on the east side of the Los Angeles River,

is in the heart of the largest Mexican
area north of the Rio Grande. Of those
living there, 96.8 percent are Latinos,
almost all Mexican, or children, grand -
children or great-grandchildren of Mex -
icans. Their markets, restaurants and
mariachi bands make some Mexican
neighborhoods with a deep, long tradi -
tion, like those in Los Angeles, Chicago
and San Antonio, tourist attractions for
their cities. Others, like the ones in Bos -
ton or Atlanta only emerged recently
and are much smaller.
Los Angeles is the country’s second

largest city in terms of inhabitants in
general and Latino inhabitants in par-
ticular, who make up more than 46
percent of the total. The vast majority
are Mexican, but the flow of Central
Americans has increased greatly in re -
cent years and now Los Angeles has
the largest settlement of Salvadorans
outside their native country. In eight

of 10 of the U.S.'s largest cities, La tinos
make up 25 percent of the population
or more. For example, in San Antonio,
they are almost 60 percent. In several
small and medium-sized cities in Ca li -
fornia, Texas and Florida, Latinos make
up two-thirds or more of the population.
Even when they originally come from

remote villages, more than 90 percent
of Latino immigrants congregate in
U.S. urban areas. There, they have net -
works of contacts with family members
and people from their hometowns who
preceded them in their odyssey and who
can help them get a job and a place to
live, even if only a rented couch to sleep
on for a few hours when it is their turn.

Survival strategies are myriad and
small dwellings’ capacity to absorb yet
another inhabitant seems infinite. Go -
ing through the streets of East Los An -
geles, where the houses are generally
small and the apartment buildings not
over two or three stories, it is difficult to
take in the fact that this city is third
nationwide, after New York and Pat -
terson, New Jersey, in the number of
inhabitants per square mile. It is also
third nationwide for the number of
people per dwelling, after two other
nearby cities, Santa Ana and El Mon -
te, where more than 70 percent of the
population is Latino. 
Besides living in crowded housing,

most Latinos live apart from the rest of
the U.S. population. They are today
probably the most segregated group in
terms of residence. They can be seen
driving and riding everywhere to get
to their jobs, but when the day’s work
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Most Latinos live apart from the 
rest of the U.S. population; they are the most segregated 

group in terms of residence.
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is over, they retreat to their barrios,
both refuge and barrier. Many immi-
grants think that their children are the
ones who manage to build a bridge be -
tween themselves and the alien world
surrounding them, but wherever La ti -
no populations are large, this becomes
more difficult because children’s con-
tact with the world outside their barrio
is limited.
Today, Latino children are the most

segregated group in U.S. public schools;
they have the least probability of hav-
ing schoolmates who do not belong to
an ethnic or racial minority. In the Los
Angeles Unified School District, with
its 11 sub-districts, Latino children con -
s titute 70 percent of enrollment. In 10
of the 11 sub-districts, they represent
more than 50 percent of students; in
two of these, they come to 95 percent or
more; in two more, 82 percent or more;
and in still two more, 72 percent. 
Exclusive Beverly Hills, an incorpo -

rated city in the middle of Los An ge -
les, has its own school district, just
like Santa Monica. Generally, in the
United States, rich and poor children
do not go to the same schools be cause
they do not live in the same neighbor -
hoods. Schools in poor districts are
poor because their financing depends
largely on local property taxes. Latino
children suffer de facto segregation, the
result of economics determining where
they live and therefore, the school they
go to. They also suffer from another
kind of segregation through bilingual
programs and tracking (channeling stu -
dents into study programs that do not
include all the subjects needed for get -
ting into the university). Undoubtedly,
this academic and social isolation has
a repercussion in their scholastic per-
formance. For this reason, getting a
higher education is doubly difficult for

most young Latinos, which also limits
their job options and therefore, their
prospects for inter-generational, socio-
economic mobility.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

It is well known that for practically its
whole history, the United States has
been a country of immigrants. However,
Mexican immigration has very partic-
ular characteristics. For a start, strictly
speaking, the first Mexicans to arrive,
in the mid-nineteenth century, did not
emigrate from one country to another:
it was the United States that took over
the place they had always lived, making
them foreigners in their own homeland
and separating them from family mem -
bers who remained on the Mexican
side. That began a never-ending pro -
cess of coming and going between the
two countries, making this more than
150-year-old migration seem intermi -
nable. In addition, instead of diminish -
ing, in recent decades it has increased
enormously in direct proportion to
Mex ico’s economic problems.
Economic exile may be the most dif -

ficult kind of all, precisely because of
its ambiguity. It means having to go in
one sense but not in another; wan ting
to go and at the same time wanting to
return almost before leaving. It means
always having to figure out if you have
saved enough money to go back, even
if you never go back. In the case of Mex -
ican migrants who go to the United
States, it means being better off ma te -
rially, but many paying a very high spi ri -
tual price for that material well-being.
This is the longest border in the world

between a country as rich as the United
States and another where the majority
of the population is as poor as Mexico’s.

The abysmal differences between one
nationality and the other have turned
the border into “an open wound,” as
Chi cana writer Gloria Anzaldúa says.
It is a place where, as she says, “The
Third World grates against the first
and bleeds. And before a scab forms, it
hemorrhages again, and the lifeblood
of two countries mix to form a third
country —a border culture.” And, be -
yond metaphor, the border is stained
with the blood of thousands of Mex -
icans who have lost their lives in a des -
perate at tempt to get to the “Other
Side.” Those who have made it often
find that, even if they end up geogra p h -
ically far from the border, they have
arrived in a border area suspended be -
 tween two worlds. 
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