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Rapid growth in the Mexican-origin population of the United States is suggested by its increase from 8.7 million in 1980 to 20.9 million in 2000 to perhaps 25 million today. This rapid growth has been accompanied in recent years by a geographical dispersion from the Southwest into the far reaches of the country, as documented by a growing literature. Meatpacking in the Upper Midwest and tobacco, textile, forestry, and poultry operations in the Southeast are industries that could not exist without Mexican labor. However, the low pay they receive places Mexicans at the margins of U.S. society, and their undocumented status reinforces this marginality. Furthermore, Mexicans are negatively stereotyped and often become scapegoats for societal problems. 

In the Southwest, Mexican immigrants do not have to face the same problems as elsewhere in the country-- or at least so it would seem-- because a mediating culture already exists there: that of Mexican Americans.  However, some research suggests an adversarial relationship between Mexicans and Mexican Americans, particularly in the Southwest. This relationship at its roots is based on a less than cordial binational history between the U.S. and Mexico. Mexican problems in adjusting to the U.S. Southwest involve stereotyping and discrimination by Mexican Americans as well as Anglos. 


In San Antonio the Spanish found an ideal site and situation for establishment of their missions and civil settlement in the early 1700s. The city's Hispanic stock population traces its roots back many generations. After Texas independence from Mexico in the early 1800s, this Spanish influence was eclipsed by Northern European migration and by 1900 San Antonio's business and political elite was decidedly "Anglo."  "Mexicans," a term including those who had lived in the city for generations, became the working-class, second-class citizens with little political power, living in poverty on the south and west sides.  With growth in the Hispanic population and advances in Hispanic civil rights, these trends reversed in the 1960s and 1970s.  Hispanic political power and quality of life improved. The city's population in 2000 was nearly 60% Hispanic. 


In 2004 and 2005, with the help of my wife, Maria Maya Jones, I interviewed 45 Mexican families in eight neighborhoods in San Antonio.  Our sample exhibited a surprisingly low educational and job profile despite their having been in the U.S. for an average of almost twenty years. The median immigrant had completed only 8 years of school, and the median household income was only $16,400.  Jobs in construction, manufacturing, and personal services occupied the great majority of our heads of household.


In terms of economic integration, our sample’s median household income was scarcely ½ that of Hispanics in San Antonio, and 1/3 that of Anglos. Very few (less than 1/10) were engaged in professional occupations (teachers and small business-owners).  Regarding social integration, our interviewees had principally Mexican friends; only a quarter had Mexican American friends, and none had Anglo friends. Thus, our interviewees were not closely tied socially to either Anglos or Mexican Americans.  A major surprise was our finding that the longer time an immigrant had been in the U.S., the less economic integration and the more social integration he or she experienced. Short-term (with a short residence time in the U.S.) immigrants had fewer non-Mexican friends and co-workers, but they earned $17,500 per year, compared to $12,500 for long-term immigrants. The short-term immigrants had more schooling, but only by one year (9 vs. 8 years), not large enough to account for the income differential. Long-term immigrants were also more dependent on public assistance than the short-term immigrants. These results indicate economic and social marginality of Mexican immigrants in the city.

Acculturation of the sample was also minimal.  Although ties with Mexico were less over time, and there was an increased use of English, only 1/10 of immigrants (and 1/3 of their children) used English as much as Spanish. On other measures of acculturation (Anglo or Tejano food preferences, English TV and radio allegiances, and the use of “Tex-Mex” expressions in speaking), our sample remained quite parochial, preferring to retain their Mexican  and Spanish lifeways.  Two-thirds prefered to be identified as "Mexican" in the United States. Several of our respondents saw their culture as a necessary retreat from the hurry, stress, impatience, and aloofness of Americans and American life.  These results signify cultural retrenchment-- the reinforcing rather than dimunition of Mexican lifeways over time.

There was the clear perception by our sample that discrimination against them occurred because they were Mexican. Around one-half felt that bosses and public servants discriminated. It is particularly interesting that in these two arenas, discrimination from Mexican Americans was seen as more prevalent than discrimination from "Americans" (Anglos). The perception of neglect of Mexican students in the schools was considerably less, and Mexican American teachers were seen as less discriminatory.  Overall, discrimination was perceived to be greater by long-term migrants than short-term migrants. The reason for this may be that recent immigrants-- young and idealistic-- discounted their low incomes, believing the American dream was still realizable. Earlier arrivals, seeing that it was not, concluded that there is discrimination against Mexicans in U.S. society. 

There is a growing negativism in the U.S. towards Mexican immigration. Arguments by writers such as Samuel Huntington (a Harvard political scientist) that Mexicans represent a cultural and political threat have broad appeal regardless of the fact they are refuted by an extensive literature that documents the value of Mexican labor, the lower costs of living that results from it, and its revitalization of declining communities.  Our research suggests that undocumented status is the main factor keeping Mexican migrants in a situation of discrimination and economic marginality.  A straightforward solution to this dilemma is the regularization of legal status for the Mexicans already here, and preferential visas for Mexico that would accept the value of Mexican labor and the historic ties between the two countries. 

In the second generation, the adjustment of Mexicans is far more rapid, and this generation becomes part of San Antonio's powerful Mexican American majority. However, the fact remains that Mexicans in San Antonio are increasing at twice the rate of Mexican Americans, four times the rate of blacks, and thirty times the rate of non-Hispanic whites. Thus, the poor integration of Mexicans in San Antonio (as elsewhere in the Southwest) is destined to become a more pressing issue, barring a providential change in immigration policy which seems unlikely under the present political climate.
