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Introduction

We woke up on September 11, 1973, an early spring day, to the radio broadcasts describing troop movements all over Chile. My parents had been working for several years against the far Right, an elite influence in Chile, and were at that time working with President Allende. My mother cofounded and directed a party based on liberation theology, and my father, who was educated at Harvard, worked in the Department of Agriculture and taught sociology of law. Salvador Allende was the first socialist president elected democratically in Latin America and in the context of the cold war; this was not acceptable to the U.S. government. The United States provided the Right with financial and military power to challenge him. My sisters and I had been living through rather uncertain times as we struggled with the fast pace of life and the confrontations between our family members. While some sided with the privileged classes, others, like my parents, favored the ideals of social justice that were sweeping through Latin America, in different avatars, during those difficult yet hopeful days.

That early spring date came to be known as “El Golpe” (coup). My parents took us to our grandparents’ house and said good-bye. Convinced that we would never see them again, we cried as they rushed to their party’s headquarters to burn all the documents containing names, addresses, and anything else that could be used to track down the party’s members. We sat and waited while our aunts and grandparents drank champagne to celebrate. We knew that they did not realize what was happening, but also that we could count on them. The radio told us that people were being rounded up all over the country. Although my sisters and I were terribly afraid, our family did not notice because they, like the country, were so profoundly divided along political ideology that my sisters and I lived in different realities.

Having suffered in silence for most of the day, we were greatly relieved when my parents showed up to take us home, just in time to avoid the new curfew roundups. From our apartment windows on the thirteenth floor, which overlooked the Mapocho River, a mountain called San Cristobal, and the edges of downtown Santiago, we watched American fighter jets bomb the presidential palace. We saw bodies floating down the river and heard the blasts of gunfire over several nights while military vehicles patrolled the streets. Several days later, we heard loud knocks on the door. Several police officers ran into the apartment and ransacked it. A few stayed in the living room and pushed us against the wall with their machine guns. “So what is this subversive equipment?” one asked, holding our Batman play tent in his arm. At that moment, one of the police officers ran toward the front door to tell his commanding officer, who was questioning our mother, that he had found a bomb. They all became excited and surfaced with a broken clock with protruding springs that my sister had been playing with.

“So what do you do?” the commanding officer asked our mother. “I am a secretary,” she replied, wisely avoiding the rest of her title of “executive secretary of the Christian Left Party.” Being the machista he was, the officer uttered with disdain, “Just a secretary.”

Our father was taken away, but none of us cried until later because we did not want to give the police the benefit of our sorrow. We thought they had killed him, and we went to the national stadium, which had become a concentration camp, and stood in line all day only to be told by the Red Cross to check the morgue. Later, we received a call from a priest who told us that our father was alive and could be found in the stadium. So we returned to stand in line again and wait with our toothbrushes, soap, and change of clothing. Finally, through the influence of our grandfather, who was a retired general, our father was released, and we were given two months to leave the country. Because our father had attended Harvard, he was acquainted with intellectuals from the Ford Foundation who lived in Chile during this time and who helped him obtain a grant to conduct research at Harvard. In the middle of the Chilean summer, on December 26, 1973, we boarded a Braniff International plane with other refugees. When the captain told us that we had crossed the boundary into Peru, everyone uttered a gigantic sigh of relief. Some people started to cry while others laughed.

We landed in snowy and cold Boston on December 27, 1973, armed with ponchos and a total of $1,000, a sum we had obtained from the sale of our car. After being shown several ugly apartments, we settled into a five-room apartment situated in a two-family home in Arlington, Massachusetts, which cost $200 per month. My sisters and I went to public school, and because of the difference in academic calendars between Chile and the United States, I repeated the second half of the seventh grade. I did not understand anything that was being taught because there was neither a bilingual teacher nor a course in English as a second language to assist me in making the transition. This “sink-or-swim” approach to learning English was efficient but costly in the end.

Arlington was an Irish and Italian neighborhood of second- and third-generation immigrants, and my family soon realized that the residents harbored a strong dislike of foreigners. The other children at school made it known in multiple ways that I was not “one of them,” spreading insults about me in a variety of different ways. Once as I sat in a chair taking a test, I glanced at the wall where someone had written offensive remarks about me, misspelling my name. This discriminatory harassment is now being labeled “bullying” and it recently caused the suicide of Phoebe Prince, an Irish immigrant young girl in South Hadly, a community outside of Boston. I wondered why the kids treated me this way, but in doing so, I asked myself what was wrong with them as opposed to what was wrong with me. This is what marks the difference between me and Phoebe. Luckily, I felt that they were very immature and did not know anything about life and struggle. They had no idea about what we had gone through, a fact that was extremely awkward for me because our experience seemed so immense to us. I was struck by the apathy and superficiality I witnessed. My life had changed so drastically; I had no grandparents or cousins and no idealism. Life as a socialized, minority-status person in the United States had begun.

Feeling alienated, I joined an Amateur Athletic Union swim team to help me bridge the two worlds. I had been a member of a high-ranking Chilean national swim team before leaving. Although joining the swim team helped me adjust, within six months, I understood that kids were complaining to the teacher that I was not being made to work as hard as they were. There was a Colombian boy in the class, but instead of identifying with me as a fellow immigrant from Latin America, he wanted so badly to be accepted by the white kids that he spent his time telling the others how to swear at me in Spanish. I thought of him as identifying with the aggressor, joining those who considered two outsiders splendid subjects to reject and ridicule.

The next year, in the eighth grade, I told a sympathetic social studies teacher that it was hard for me to understand how the other students could treat a biracial girl and a girl who had physical disabilities so badly. I felt good when the teacher talked to the students about tolerance and compassion. Most of the students in the class looked ashamed, but I was gratified that I could effect change.

Meanwhile, our father went on to pursue a doctoral degree at MIT, and our mother became one of the first family day care providers in Massachusetts. We were also able to stabilize our immigration status. The Refugee Act of 1980, sponsored by Senator Ted Kennedy, extended the possibility of refugee consideration to people like us who had escaped persecution from a country other than a communist state. This law passed just in time for our father’s graduation and the expiration of our student visas. We qualified as political refugees and became legal residents two years later.

As we were Latino pioneers in suburbia, among the early post-1965 immigrants, our neighbors continued to express their animosity well into the nineties. The neighbors had little understanding and knowledge of Latin Americans and thus did not know how to classify us. Despite their beliefs, we were neither Puerto Rican nor uneducated, yet this did not keep them from trying for more than five years to close down our mother’s family day care program because they thought it increased crime in the neighborhood.

The problems with our neighbors began the day after we moved into our own home. The neighbor from next door came over to introduce himself and to tell us that we either had to sell the house or stop providing day care. Ironically, all the children who attended the day care had educated white parents who were affiliated with MIT. These parents formed a legal group, raised funds, and ran for town council membership until they could introduce changes in the bylaws that would allow family day care providers to care for six children, the number allowed by state regulations. With the support of the organized parent group, my family persevered, but our neighbor continued to harass us for several years by playing loud music whenever my mother took the children outside.

Fortunately, we developed friendships that counterbalanced much of this discriminatory and offensive treatment. Initially, our family became a center for the Chilean exiled community, and many who came to or through the United States stopped at our house. We also had many friends who were foreign students with children, as well as other immigrants. Our circle also included many European Americans and African Americans. Most of our friends became fictive family, like the Brathwaites, a West Indian family in Cambridge, and the McGuinns and the Brookses of Arlington. We also encountered many people who provided us with information about colleges and opportunities. It was a philosophy professor, Oliva Blanchette, who knew my parents through their common understanding of the theology of liberation and Jesuit education, who convinced me to apply to Boston College. I also received a recommendation from the director of flexible programs at Arlington High School, Mr. McCarthy, who told me about a scholarship that I applied for and received. There is no question that social relations were instrumental to our family’s adaptation to this country, particularly given our exclusion as Latino pioneers in suburbia.

As I struggled to adjust to life in the United States, it was a group of African Americans from Cambridge and Boston who accepted and befriended me. They were my peer network throughout adolescence. Through those extremely pivotal years, all these individuals stopped their education, and most settled into lives of low-wage employment. I was the only one in that group who went on to college and defied what immigration scholars like Portes and Zhou (1993) call downward assimilation. Although they shared my identification as a minority in this country, it was the Italian and Irish Americans who repeatedly told me that I was not one of them. In effect, immigrants, who had only decades earlier become “white” after generations of exclusion as nonwhites, were now determining who was or was not “white” and worthy of respect for new immigrants. It was only fitting that I would return to explore how neighborhoods with Italian Americans and Irish Americans influenced the trajectories of Latin American immigrant women years later for the purpose of the discussion in this book.

After graduation from Boston College, I was approached by a friend of a friend who recruited me for a master’s program in social work. I had majored in sociology and psychology and taken courses in social work, so it made sense for me to pursue graduate education in this field. The program would provide a scholarship to cover tuition and offer me a stipend for living expenses. All I had to do was apply. I wondered: Could this be true? At this point, the recruiter told me that there was a caveat; I would be working with “crazy criminals.” I thought about it for a minute and accepted.

I went on to receive a degree in forensic psychiatric social work and worked at the intersection of mental health and the law for the next decade. Given my personal bout with state-sponsored violence, it was only reasonable that I would attempt mastery over violent situations. I became the director of psychiatric services in the then largest prison in Massachusetts. Over the years, I became an expert in preventing homicides and suicides, developing an acute understanding of trauma and its wide behavioral and cognitive frame dynamics. I also learned about and was privy to the power behind interventions to treat trauma and improve social functioning. As a doctoral student and through my participation in national social policy studies, Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three City Study, and the Three City Study of Moving to Opportunity, I reencountered violence-based trauma and its effect on women’s ability to get ahead.

All of my life experiences, personal and professional, inspired me to study the social worlds of immigrants, especially women, and to explore the dynamics of low-income neighborhoods, the effects of violence, and the factors that impact social mobility. As an involuntary immigrant and refugee, my story is not like that of many voluntary immigrants who have come to the United States. I was endowed with a family background with high cultural and human capital. But immigration laws and legal status, language difficulties, prior traumatic history, loss of family and other supports, cultural differences, and social and racial discrimination in receptive neighborhoods affected me in similar ways as they affect voluntary immigrants.

Access to the Setting and Data Collection

I conducted the initial research for this project as part of a larger study on the consequences of welfare reform among African American, European American, and Latin American women. Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three City Study focused on women who were receiving or were eligible to receive Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). The women had children between the ages of two and four in the cities of Boston, Chicago, and San Antonio. The Three-City Study is an intensive investigation that assessed the well-being of low-income children and families in the post–welfare reform era.1 The study began in 1999 and comprises three interrelated components: longitudinal surveys, embedded developmental studies, and contextual, comparative ethnographic studies. Surveys were conducted in 1999, 2001, and 2005, and developmental studies were conducted in 1999 and 2001. The Three City Study examined issues such as work, welfare, family, money, health, intimate relationships, social networks, and neighborhood resources in the lives of low-income families. As a Boston-based ethnographer, I conducted participant observation and longitudinal ethnographic interviews from 1999 to 2003 with five Latin American women in East and South Boston. Another ethnographer gave me access to data from four other women who lived in the same neighborhoods. In addition, I interviewed ten women on three occasions over several months. I chose these later interviewees to approximate a balance between first- and second-generation immigration statuses in each neighborhood and to explore more specifically themes that I had already encountered in the field. The experiences of these nineteen women serve as the basis for the current analysis.

All but two of the participants were low-income mothers of young children, and all lived in concentrated areas of poverty in the Boston area. I recruited some of the women through service providers who were familiar with public housing residents, and I randomly identified others as mothers with children in parks and outdoor places. I conducted interviews monthly, usually at the home of the respondent or at a location of her preference.

As part of the neighborhood ethnography, I attended community gatherings, social service organizational encounters, and neighborhood association board meetings. I also interviewed service providers, clergy, health workers, retail merchants, and other “local notables,” described by Wayne Cornelius (1982, 385) as the host contacts in the community. The “local notables” in Boston included Irish Americans, Italian Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latin Americans who worked in the neighborhoods as merchants, teachers, social service providers, police officers, attorneys, probation officers, employment advocates, and city officials. Because I researched public housing developments, I also interviewed Boston Housing Authority personnel and attended events at the public housing developments.

Methods

Qualitative research is an inductive approach that seeks to understand social phenomena in context-specific settings. Using a naturalistic approach, it builds theory and knowledge through clarification, understanding, and extrapolation to similar situations. Strauss and Corbin (1990) conclude that qualitative methods can be used to increase the understanding of issues about which little is known and of populations that are not well understood. A qualitative approach is therefore very appropriate to explore in depth the ways in which structural factors promote and/or impede the social and economic mobility of Latin American women who immigrate to the United States.

To understand how Latin American immigrant women negotiate their social relationships within a high-poverty context, I combined longitudinal ethnographic interviews with extensive ethnographic observations and participant observation. This method allowed me to meet family, friends, neighbors, and acquaintances, as well as service providers and neighborhood informants. It also allowed me to go beyond the individual viewpoints of the respondents and to integrate responses from others who were close friends as well as acquaintances. The various levels of data collection allowed for corroboration of social processes and events.

During the interviews, I followed semistructured guides, adhering to essentially the same format and adapting to special circumstances and the flow of information. Each tape-recorded interview lasted approximately two hours. I conducted them in the language the respondent reported as being the most comfortable for her—English, Spanish, or Spanglish—and then translated them into English as part of data collection. Although the quotes are direct, I translated many of them from Spanish to English. At times, I use Spanish words followed by their English meaning because I want to preserve certain nuances that may be lost in translation.

In addition to conducting interviews, I accompanied the women as they engaged in their daily activities, which included interactions with service agencies and other bureaucracies and family celebrations. While I do not mean for these women’s lives to be statistically representative of Latin American immigrants in Boston or of immigrants in the United States, my study is well embedded in the tradition of ethnographies with small sample numbers that have helped us understand dynamics and outcomes, particularly in urban poverty and immigration literature.2 It also provides a window into agency responses to structural constraints and opportunities and, in turn, into how the response of the agents influences such structural constraints and opportunities. After some time in the field doing participant observation and monthly semistructured interviews, I began to see patterns, which I followed up on with more observations. After six months in the field, I realized that women in South Boston had access to more services and were involved in education at higher rates than the women in East Boston.

My study soon focused on finding the reason for greater access to services and higher education in South Boston. To this end, I used interviews as the “structured discovery” methodology developed by William J. Wilson and Linda Burton. This methodology offers some structure while allowing information to flow. I also conducted archival research related to the historical dynamics of the neighborhoods.

The setting and timing of the study created the potential for some biases. Because the study occurred in the context of welfare reform, South Boston and East Boston were seeing a service array that may not have been present at another time. In addition, this study was conducted during a time of economic expansion, which broadened employment opportunities. On the other hand, because of welfare reform, the competition for these jobs was tougher. In any event, these structural dynamics may have created different results in similar types of studies at a different time.

The Study Participants

The women who participated in my study were members of the largest minority population in the United States and shared many of the economic and social characteristics of the poorest segments of this group. In Boston, at the time of the study, more than 32 percent of African American and 48 percent of Latin American female-headed families with children under the age of eighteen lived in poverty, compared with 21 percent of European American families (U.S. Census Bureau 2000). Among the Latin American women I followed for this project, ten were first-generation immigrants, and nine were second-generation immigrants. As described in table P, six of the ten women in South Boston were first-generation, and four were second-generation immigrants. Among the nine women I followed in East Boston, four were first-generation immigrants, and five were second-generation immigrants. In terms of country of origin, there were nine Puerto Ricans, six Dominicans, three women from El Salvador, one from Nicaragua, and one from Honduras. The women’s ages ranged from 20 to 41 years, with a mean age of 28 years.3 The mean age for the group from South Boston (31.4 years) was slightly higher than that for the East Boston group (25.8 years), and the first-generation women in the sample were older (32.9 years) than the overall sample of second-generation immigrant women (24.2 years). Among the nineteen women in the sample, two did not have children: Solana and Eliana. On the other end, Yolanda and Lorena had the most children, five and six, respectively. The rest of the women had between one and three children, with an average of two. Both Marcela and Martina were pregnant at the end of the study. While all the women in the study were living in public housing when I first met them, several moved out of public housing during the study, and others bought homes in their country of origin.

TABLE P. Sample Characteristics

[image: image]

Although I mention by name the neighborhoods and public housing developments I researched, I use pseudonyms to protect the identity of the women, their families, and others I interviewed. I identify the neighborhoods by name because opportunity structure is strongly linked to historically determined race relations, and because I argue that the context of reception is extremely significant for the settlement of immigrants. As I engaged in the fieldwork, I realized that the different racial relations in each neighborhood presented the immigrant women and their families with different contexts in terms of resources and population dynamics. It was through the fieldwork that I realized these immigrants were endowed with particular characteristics that allowed them to be socially mobile and that their social mobility developed internationally. These immigrants came from poor areas to a country they perceived as having greater access to opportunity. Indeed, I will never forget the man who was working two jobs to buy a car that would be parked in front of his mother’s home in the Dominican Republic. He wanted everyone to know that he had made it, with the car providing evidence that his immigration struggle had paid off. It is this evidence that keeps immigrants coming to the United States and taking the social mobility trajectory globally.

At this juncture, I want to explain the title of the framework and its accompanying language. Social Flow implies being inside and integrated in a flow that is in motion. Are individuals integrated in the society and using their networks and access to resources in order to be socially mobile? Are individuals supporting these trajectories by being social models? Are individuals providing opportunities by bridging to diversify populations? If an adequate number of highly efficacious immigrants exist in a population, then that population is an efficient population for the production of socially mobile people. Such populations are in the social flow. On the other hand, if there are not enough highly efficacious individuals supporting each other, then that population is inefficient when it comes to producing socially mobile people. Some individuals are stuck in a spinning vortex without a clear path out and into the flow. This vortex can be caused by a number of factors requiring intervention. Migrants leave their contexts without opportunities and move to where they think they have a greater likelihood of being part of the Social Flow. Although Social Flow is a network-based model, it does not negate culture, structure, or individual agency. In fact, Social Flow incorporates all these seldom seen factors into one framework, which I developed inductively through my research with the women and their families.


1
Social Flow

You know, Silvia, immigration was so devastating to me. . . . I missed my family so much . . . it took me so long to recover, but all that was with an objective. . . . I came looking for the American Dream, and . . . everything I do now, all my focus, is on getting my children what they need. This is so that they have the opportunity to get way beyond my husband or me, in this country.

—Martina, thirty-six, first-generation Dominican

The “American Dream” that Martina refers to attracts immigrants to the United States; it celebrates the individual who works hard, pulls herself up by her bootstraps, and demonstrates a tremendous self-determining ideology on her way to social mobility.1 Inherent in this cultural ideology is a strong and highly willed individual agency that is free from the effects of structural barriers. This ideology supports the notion that the poor are to blame for their condition, but researchers have found that structural barriers can inhibit social mobility and that their influence is powerful, depending on the intersectionality of race, class, and gender. Yet, the dream continues to provide the driving force for Americans to struggle toward advancement. It also fuels immigrants’ efforts to come to the United States.

Among the structural barriers that affect social mobility is the segregation by race and income that permeates this nation and allows the proliferation of negative beliefs about the poor, minorities, and other marginalized groups (Aguirre and Turner 2003). Another barrier is the lack of middle-class representatives in many high-poverty neighborhoods. As a result, the residents of these neighborhoods are socially isolated and distanced from middle-class working people (Wilson 1987); they live in contexts with homogeneous social networks in which everyone is alike and information gets recycled (Menjívar 2000). Because they exist within homogeneous social networks, residents of high-poverty neighborhoods lack social models, or individuals who model how to effectively negotiate their environments to get ahead. The lack of social models distorts individual agency, which is the foundation of all action. This understanding provided the context for the two-plus years of ethnographic field research I conducted with Puerto Rican, Dominican, Honduran, Salvadoran, and Nicaraguan women.

The women lived in two neighborhoods in Boston public housing developments in areas of concentrated poverty. One neighborhood was friendly to immigrants, and another fought against them. I used longitudinal ethnographic interviews and participant observation to explore how neighborhood poverty affects immigrants and why some immigrants who live in areas of concentrated poverty are stagnant and socially isolated, whereas others have rich networks and enjoy social mobility. I found that first- and second-generation Latin American immigrant women are advancing through education and employment in settings that offer promotions, moving out of public housing, and buying homes through transnational ties (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008). In a context of economic expansion, the only factor keeping women from getting ahead was the trauma inflicted by neighborhood and domestic violence. It quickly became clear that we must think differently about neighborhood poverty effects and immigrants.

These women’s experiences are not consistent with the literatures on the social mobility of people living in high-poverty neighborhoods. This inconsistency results in part from our treatment of urban poverty and immigrant assimilation as distinctive and separate literatures. On one hand, the majority of research on social mobility among the residents of high-poverty neighborhoods has overwhelmingly focused on African Americans. On the other hand, what little research has been conducted on Latin American immigrants treats their experiences as paralleling the fate of African Americans by largely remaining in poverty.

The extensive literature on social mobility among residents of high-poverty neighborhoods is unproductively divided into theories to explain the experience of low-income African Americans living in areas of concentrated black poverty, and a less prolific literature to explain the experience of immigrants living in similarly segregated neighborhoods. While the literatures share many overlapping themes, the experiences of their respective populations are treated as virtually distinct. Therefore, researchers use urban poverty literature to study residents living in high-poverty neighborhoods regardless of their ethnicity, race, or immigrant status (see Dodson 1999; Dohan 2003; Edin and Kefalas 2005; Edin and Lein 1997; Wilson and Taub 2007). And immigration scholars who use assimilation or macrostructural theories overlook the urban poverty literature (Bashi 2007; Menjívar 2000; Telles and Ortiz 2008). Complicating the picture is the fact that there is a consistent depiction of assimilation as being the same as social mobility (Gans 2007; Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, and Waters 2004). The immigrant experience, particularly among Latin American immigrants, is regarded as so exceptional that the notion of a Latino paradox has been developed to explain the unique ways that Latin American immigrants achieve better health outcomes, healthier babies, greater levels of social organization, and lower levels of neighborhood violence than their counterparts in similarly disadvantaged socioeconomic areas (Abraído-Lanza, Chao, and Flórez 2005; Acevedo-Garcia and Bates 2007; McGlade, Saha, and Dahlstrom 2004; Sampson 2008).

Based on my research, this book challenges the wholly differentiated treatment of the experiences of social mobility among Latin American immigrants and any other ethnic groups, including African Americans, in high-poverty neighborhoods and the contention that assimilation is consistent with mobility. The findings from this research suggest that African Americans, Latin Americans, and other populations must fulfill similar needs to get ahead, and show that social mobility implicates individual agency, frames, social networks, and interventions.

Many African Americans demonstrate agency and drive toward advancement (Anderson 1999; Cole and Omari 2003; Jarrett 1994; Newman 2000) but lack the social networks necessary to get ahead (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Smith 2005) and live in areas saturated with low-wage jobs (Newman 2000). Meanwhile, Latin American immigrants have frames that are focused on advancement, social networks that open up opportunities for jobs with potential for advancement, and access to social models that reinforce their agency and drive to get ahead. The task in this chapter is to bring these literatures together and reflect upon what each has to offer the other. Although I examine these issues with a sociological lens, I also use literatures from other disciplines to develop a more comprehensive framework that captures the multiple facets of the immigrant women in the study. In the process, my findings have led me to develop a Social Flow framework that attempts to explain the attainment of social mobility not through assimilation but through networks. For this reason, the framework has implications not only for Latin American immigrants but for all residents of high-poverty neighborhoods.

As presented in diagram 1, the Social Flow framework has five components: (1) self-propelling agents (SPAs), who are efficacious individuals with social and economic advancement as a goal within their reach; (2) frames that are largely based on the struggle of immigration and the need to justify that struggle; (3) networks that provide support and leverage that socially position SPAs for social mobility; (4) bridges that cross race and class divisions as well as other interventions that open up educational and employment opportunities for meeting identified needs in that population; and (5) efficient populations that have a sufficient level of SPAs spreading their agency and providing social modeling to others.

Social Flow responds to the increasing need to understand the social mobility of Latin American immigrants, who are now the largest minority group in the United States, constituting 15 percent of the population. The numbers of Latin Americans living in poverty are also among the highest at 21.5 percent, and Latin Americans are the largest minority group in twenty states.2 Because some immigrant populations incorporate rapidly into other populations, poverty statistics provide only a snapshot of the immigrant experience. These statistics may also have limited use for understanding certain immigrant populations because they are largely based on the Mexican population, which generally settles in California and the Southwest,3 and many studies have shown that immigrants who settle in these areas (Dohan 2003; Marchevsky and Theoharis 2006; Menjívar 2000; Telles and Ortiz 2008) fare very differently from those who settle in the northeastern and eastern states, demonstrating how much context matters (Bashi 2007; Kasinitz et al. 2008).

Economic mobility is defined as the move to a higher or lower level of income, wealth, education, employment status, and standard of living. Social mobility can be defined as the movement to a higher or lower social class or status position (Gans 2007). This study is concerned only with social mobility for several reasons. Immigrants want economic mobility and to be integrated into and contribute to their contexts. More often than not, economic mobility is a precondition for social mobility, and it is nearly impossible to attain the latter without the former. Since social mobility is a higher goal, guaranteeing it also guarantees economic mobility. Therefore, in this framework, both economic and social mobility are encapsulated into the most robust concept of social mobility.

Our knowledge about structural barriers to social mobility in high-poverty neighborhoods has focused largely on African American neighborhoods and populations (Anderson 1999; Massey 1990; Sampson and Wilson 2005; Venkatesh 2002, 2006; Wilson 1987, 1996, 2009).4 Studies that do include Latinos tend to treat them as a monolithic group and do not take into consideration countries of origin or generation of immigration. As a result, there is a large gap in the urban poverty research and literature as it relates to immigrants and particularly clustered, segregated pockets of immigrants who live in poverty.5

DIAGRAM 1. Social Flow framework
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Yet, the large influx of Latin American immigrants looking for the American Dream is changing dynamics in low-income neighborhoods and the previous understandings of their effect on residents. The intention of Social Flow is to demonstrate how some immigrants are getting ahead, thriving, and attaining the American Dream. This chapter frames the rest of the book by reviewing the recent literature on high-poverty neighborhoods and immigrant adaptation, and by discussing several concepts that merit reconsideration based on my research findings.

From Inefficacy to Agency and Self-Propelling Agents

Wilson (1987) used the term concentration effects to describe the effects of life in an overwhelmingly impoverished environment where few people have access to employment or training. This absence of opportunities undermines individual agency and reinforces racial inequality (Wilson 2009). But not everyone who lives in a poor neighborhood reacts to these exclusionary conditions in the same way. Newman (2000) demonstrated how some residents of high-poverty neighborhoods resist exclusionary conditions by trying to get ahead through hard work and education. Similarly, Dohan (2003) found high levels of individual agency among a group of overworked Mexican immigrants in Guadalupe, a high-poverty neighborhood in Los Angeles. But in Chavez, another high-poverty neighborhood in Los Angeles, third- and fourth-generation Mexican Americans continue to live in poverty while hustling, or making money in any way possible in the informal market. Dohan (2003), Anderson (1999), and Venkatesh (1999, 2002, 2006) all show low-income men exhibiting high levels of agency, albeit for protection in dangerous neighborhoods and hustling in the informal economy. As most of these authors have concluded, the agency and accompanying strategies that are focused on advancement work effectively within the context of poverty but do not translate to social mobility in the formal economy.

So why is it that neighborhood poverty or structural barriers affect the individual agency of some people but not others? What helps residents of high-poverty neighborhoods develop agency to perform in the formal economy? The women I studied all lived in public housing developments in concentrated areas of poverty, but they were divided between two neighborhoods with different histories and dynamics that allowed me to compare mechanisms and structural barriers at work in different contexts.

I define agency in the customary manner as having the capacity, condition, or state of acting and exerting power so that an end is achieved. The focus on power is consistent with Giddens (1984), who argues that agency is power and is constrained or enabled by structure, and with Sewell (1992), who defines agency as the capacity to exert control over the social relations in which one is embedded. Agents act according to familiar cultural schemas and through the human and nonhuman resources to which they have access; in the process they can transform those relationships. Socialization patterns and available resources are vital to the development of agency. As Giddens (1984) found, a structure marked by resources can enable agency, whereas a structure void of resources constrains agency.

Bandura (1982) calls self-efficacy the mechanism behind agency. Selfefficacy is the personal belief that one has the ability to take the necessary steps to achieve goals. The most effective way of creating a strong sense of efficacy is through experience and mastery. Another way of developing a robust belief in one’s abilities is through the vicarious experiences provided by social models. Reducing stress and negative thinking around self-beliefs is yet another way. Finally, social persuasion strengthens people’s beliefs that they have what it takes to succeed. Defined as one party’s deliberate attempt to influence the attitudes or behavior of another, so as to achieve some predetermined end (Vander Zanden 1987), social persuasion goes further when social models provide the opportunity to develop mastery through challenging activities. The level of the challenge needs to match the level of self-efficacy already developed. It is therefore difficult for people without access to resources or institutional programming to develop mastery.

Inefficacy results from generations of exclusion and the consistent absence of social models. Also, as Bandura (1982) explains, the “inability to influence events and social conditions that significantly affect one’s life can give rise to feelings of futility and despondency as well as to anxiety” (140). When trying to make sense of the dynamics embedded in the poverty he saw in Chicago, Wilson (1987, 1996, 2006) used self-efficacy to explain that in high-poverty neighborhoods, African Americans have self-doubt about their capacity to meet challenges because the hostile society has erected barriers to their avenues to advancement. Prolonged self-doubt leads to the further internalization of this doubt, and “the psychological barriers created by beliefs of collective powerlessness are more demoralizing and debilitating than are the actual external impediments” (Bandura 1995, 38). At the other extreme of the social economic hierarchy, people with advantages grow up believing that they can control much of what happens to them.

While research suggests that high-poverty neighborhoods create contexts that undermine self-efficacy, some heterogeneity exists in high-poverty neighborhoods that produce highly efficacious individuals. My research found that the majority of women in the sample had highly efficacious agencies. I call them self-propelling agents (SPAs), and they differ from individuals with high levels of efficacy or agency by their drive to develop trajectories toward social mobility.

Immigrants typically settle in disadvantaged communities; thus of utmost importance is the fact that arriving SPAs enhance efficiency in the target populations by spreading their self-propelling agency. Bandura (1994) thought that people who saw others like themselves succeed through sustained effort would feel encouraged that they could do the same. Modeling influences do more than provide a social standard against which to judge one’s own capabilities. People seek proficient models that possess the competencies to which they aspire. Through their behavior and expressed ways of thinking, competent models transmit knowledge and teach observers effective skills and strategies for managing environmental demands. Acquisition of better means raises perceived self-efficacy (Bandura 1995). The stories in this book show that SPAs flourish through modeling in immigrant communities. Time and again, an SPA would come into a woman’s life just in time to get her back into the Social Flow.

Bandura (1994) was pessimistic about effective modeling between dissimilar models and recipients. Although segregation and homogenization undermine the transfer of agency across dissimilar groups, bridges (individuals who connect dissimilar communities) can facilitate such transfer. In later chapters we will see how bridges were pivotal in offering opportunities for human development and exposing highly efficacious immigrant women to other highly efficacious women who had been integrated into the neighborhood by court order. Bridges have the potential to increase the leverage in populations. In short, bridging can facilitate the transfer of self-propelling agency.

Self-Propelling Agents

A self-propelling agent is an efficacious individual who sees social mobility as a realistic goal and takes steps to materialize it. A case in point is Camila, a second-generation Dominican who lives in South Boston. On one occasion, she told me that she was very angry about a situation at work. Her supervisor had given her an evaluation that did not include information from her self-assessment. The omitted information included her training of all new cashiers, head tellers, and the assistant manager, despite the fact that she was still a teller. As Camila told me, “I asked to speak to the manager, and instead she had me go through the assistant manager. Why, why can’t she just deal with me directly? How am I going to advance if what I do is not documented?” Camila added the missing information to the evaluation. She explained, “I told them I wouldn’t sign it unless it was included or they discussed this with me.” Camila signed the evaluation only after she was told that they would increase her score from a 3 to a 5, just one point lower than the head teller’s score.

Camila, like the other SPAs I encountered in the study, had a robust belief in her efficacy, saw social mobility as a realistic goal, and negotiated the steps to make that a reality. To these SPAs, public housing was not an end in itself but rather an aspect of their strategies to get ahead. By capping their housing costs at 30 percent of their incomes and by living in extended family or marital households,6 these women were able to pool resources to allow their children to participate in youth enrichment activities (Angel and Tienda 1982). Pooling resources also allowed these women to maintain transnational ties with family overseas, which became instrumental for the first and second generations. The second generation benefited from spending summers back home with family and getting an influx of culture and language in the process. Public housing, combined with frugal expenditures, provided the necessary means for the first generation to buy homes in their countries of origin, which became another measure of social mobility across national boundaries and a product of their self-propelling agency (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008).

Frames, Narratives, and Contextual Triggers

Cultural sociology has moved away from culture as internally coherent sets of values. DiMaggio (1997) proposed a view of culture as fragmented and composed of “disparate bits of information and . . . schematic structures that organize that information” (293) Since then, cultural sociology has proposed separate concepts, including frames and narratives, which are integral components of the Social Flow framework. Sociologists who study culture as frames assume that every individual’s perception of the social world is filtered through cultural frames that highlight certain aspects and hide or block others. Snow and Benford (1992) applied the conception of culture as frames in studies on social movements, referring to frames as “an interpretative (schema) that simplifies and condenses the ‘world out there’ by selectively punctuating and encoding objects, situations, events, experiences, and sequences of actions within one’s present or past environment” (137). Small (2004) used frames to study how residents in Villa Victoria understood their neighborhood and need for community participation according to the cohort of residents involved. Harding (2005, 2007) examined how framing influences the response to poverty and how adolescents frame the idea of pregnancy. Most recently, Wilson (2009) used frames to show that a significant effect of life in high-poverty neighborhoods is that it creates cultural frames (shared group constructions of reality) that direct or influence social action that can reinforce racial inequality. It is clear that structural factors impacting on individual agency and cultural frames can enable or reduce the life chances of individuals. Cultural frames that are based on marginalization and exclusion result in individuals and populations with low levels of agency. On the other hand, cultural frames based on opportunity and resources lead to high levels of agency. In sum, frames are necessary but not sufficient to explain behavior.

Narratives and frames cognitively shape people’s understanding of the social world, but narratives can be identified as chunks of discourse and stories with a beginning, middle, and end (Ewick and Silbey 2003; Polletta 2006). Portes and Rumbaut (2001) revealed that narratives of immigrants help make choices about education and social mobility more comprehensible. Narratives also give an idea about people’s sense of self and their own limitations and strengths and how they influence action (Lamont and Small 2008).

Contextual triggers are symbols, places, or artifacts found in the context that, once identified, set in motion some course of events by activating interpretations and reactions embedded in frames.7 While sociology has not used contextual triggers to explain social behavior, psychology and psychiatry have done so. Many studies explore contextual triggers as a factor in alcohol and other drug relapses (Zironi et al. 2006); determining depressive symptoms (Jacobson, Martell, and Dimidjian 2001); and leading to sexual promiscuity (Parsons et al. 2007), episodes of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (Teeter 1998; Whalen et al. 2006), and informal and accidental learning (Marsick and Watkins 1990). These studies demonstrate that contextual triggers influence cognitive processes and behaviors. Consequently, contextual triggers are likely to influence any sense of discrimination and oppression, or options and opportunities among others. Because contextual triggers act between structure and agency, they influence, nurture, and reinforce narratives and frames.

Narratives are integral to the theory of frames because they reinforce frames; contextual triggers are integral to the theory of frames because they activate interpretations and reactions embedded in frames. Because contextual triggers, narratives, and frames are based on culture and structure, these concepts are well suited to the study of social mobility among immigrants.

All the socially mobile women I encountered brought up the struggle involved in immigration as a reason for their drive and motivation. I call this the narrative of immigrant struggle. Second-generation immigrant women like Camila would say, “My parents struggled so hard to come here and offer us a better life with more opportunities to get ahead. . . . How can I not do my best to take advantage of their struggle?” The first-generation immigrant women would echo Martina, a thirty-six-year-old Dominican whose words provide the epigraph to this chapter. As Martina explained, “We struggled to come to this country so that we could get ahead and offer our children a better life with more opportunities.” In this way, the women I studied fit the immigrant personality as described by Boneva and Frieze (2001): they were willing or desired to move to areas that had better opportunities, and they tend to be highly work-oriented and possess high achievement and power motivation. As I found in conducting my research, the narrative of the struggle of immigration and the need to justify that struggle inform their frames.

Their frames were also based on the comparisons between the lives of the families they left behind and their own lives in this country.8 This dual frame of reference is well known in the immigration literature (Ogbu 2000; Suárez-Orozco 1987). As Solana explained, “When my family from El Sal vador comes, they see me and tell me how much better my life has turned out to be here in comparison to cousins I have that are struggling so much there.” These experiences of struggle and outcomes are strong components of immigrants’ frames. As a result, the majority of the women in the sample manifested a high degree of agency focused on social mobility. The narratives involved in the immigrant struggle and in the dual frame of reference are moral discourses, and the moral economy of struggle it produces normalizes aspiration and achievement.

The dual frame of reference does not preclude the fact that immigrants can have histories of exclusion in their countries of origin. In fact, many immigrants come from societies that discriminate against them, and this is part of the reason for migration. Nevertheless, I argue that triggers in the environment are context-specific and migration disrupts them. Indeed, for the women I followed, there was no stigma associated with residence in public housing. The physical structures of three-story brick buildings are just that to immigrants—buildings—while to people who are socialized in the United States they represent the life of marginalized people who must rely on public funds. It takes a while for immigrants to develop contextual triggers associated with their frames in their new contexts. This delay may allow immigrants a respite from oppression until discrimination starts to affect them and they begin to internalize exclusionary dynamics triggered by factors in their new context. In chapter 5, Camila gives an example as she wonders whether the fact that she is Latin and living in public housing caused a coworker to ignore her requests for information about ballet classes for her daughter. Shortly after this incident, Camila moved out of public housing.

While the immigrant narrative of struggle and dual frame of reference motivate and reinforce SPAs, they are missing in the lives of the native-born who have undergone several generations of exclusion. In Aint No Makin’ It, MacLeod (1987) describes the Brothers, African American men who behaved according to an ideology of equal opportunity. As adolescents in the early 1980s, the Brothers believed that with equal education their opportunity structure would be increased. In fact, the civil rights struggle reinforced the Brothers’ agency through their frames, much as the narrative of immigrant struggle works for immigrants. MacLeod goes on to describe a “chill-out” effect as the reality of that promise of equality does not materialize in post–high school opportunities for the Brothers. Instead, social isolation settled into high poverty neighborhoods (Wilson 1987, 1996), curtailing support networks and making them draining and costly (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Fernandez and Harris 1992; Smith 2005; Wilson 1987).

From Social Isolation to Social Position

Sociological literature suggests that low-income mothers who live in the inner city often have social networks that are localized, insular, and sometimes draining (Belle 1983; Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Fischer 1982; Oliver 1988; Stack 1997; Wellman and Potter 1999). This literature explains that, because the family and friends who make up these networks are likely to be from the same social locations, the networks do not offer opportunities for social interactions that could result in advancement. Some scholars question whether the densely knit networks of low-income families are helpful (Belle 1983). As Granovetter (1982) explains, “The heavy concentration of social energy in strong ties has the impact of fragmenting communities into encapsulated networks with poor connections between these units. This may be one more factor which makes poverty self-perpetuating” (116). Social isolation that is fostered by the concentration of poverty deprives residents of resources and conventional role models, and of cultural learning from mainstream social networks that facilitate social and economic advancement in modern industrial society (Sampson 2008). Consequently, mobility is a challenge for people who are socially isolated in high-poverty neighborhoods and lack social networks with ties that act as bridges to mainstream institutions and individuals.

Although rich social networks are not expected in a concentrated area of poverty, I encountered a group of women who negotiated prosperous support and leverage ties. Social Flow accounts for the fact that Latin American immigrants who live in concentrated poverty areas had support, bridges, and leveraging ties in their networks. Furthermore, it shows that residents of low-income communities need support, leverage, and bridges in their networks to get ahead.

Support and Leverage

Briggs (1998) describes two types of social capital that are helpful in understanding the social attainment and aspirations of Latin American immigrant women: social support and social leverage. Ties that offer social support help individuals “get by” or cope with the demands of everyday life. Social support is most often associated with strong ties, which tend to include kin, neighbors, and intimate friends. These ties generally provide individuals with emotional and expressive support as well as instrumental help like rides, small emergency loans, and a place to stay in case of emergency (Briggs 1998). SPAs demonstrate an ability to develop supportive and/or leveraging networks and take advantage of the opportunity structure available for social mobility.

A case in point is Julia, a second-generation Salvadoran who was living in East Boston, working, and attending college. As a young mother, she relies on “an army” of family members to care for her son, Bobby. This army includes her mother and stepfather, an aunt and uncle, and Bobby’s father and his family. At one point, Julia’s mother quit her part-time job to care for Bobby in the afternoons because Julia found out that her uncle had hit the boy. When I asked why so many people were willing to help her, Julie replied:

They love [Bobby] and they know that I have to work . . . they know that I am not out partying. . . . I am very lucky to have such a supportive family. . . . Living with my family keeps me from having to pay for child care and housing . . . plus I rely on my mother, she supports me and gives me a lot of emotional help. . . . I know I count on my mother a lot, but she counts on me as well.

Family support with child care allowed Julia to continue her college education as part of her trajectory toward advancement. This type of family support was pivotal for all the young mothers I studied.

Ties that offer leverage can cultivate aspirations of upward mobility by fostering access to education, training, and employment (Briggs 1998), but in high-poverty contexts where residents are socially isolated, there is little opportunity for leverage ties to intervene. While this was generally the situation for African American women who live in poverty, the Latin American immigrant women who live in poverty had access to effective leverage (Domínguez and Watkins 2003). Nina, a second-generation Afro-Dominican who lives in South Boston, exemplifies access to leverage: “I was unemployed for four months and dropped résumés everywhere. I went to Boston Housing [Authority] and I was in the elevator and this big black guy got in it and I asked him where the HR office was and he asked me what I was looking for and asked for my résumé and then he hired me. He turned out to be the HR director.” In this case, Nina deployed her self-propelling agency by using a weak tie and bridge to secure employment.

At one point, Nina went back to the director of human resources. She explained, “I told him that I wasn’t learning anything and needed a better job, and he gave it to me.” Nina remained at this job for another year before she understood that she needed to finish her degree. As she recalled:

It was just getting to me because the boss was white, and the Latinos and blacks that were residents at BHA got angry with me, saying that I didn’t help them. It used to hurt me, you know? Then, I got in this elevator at BHA and this guy who I had seen . . . I knew he was high up but I had never talked to him. He told me that I needed to get out of there, that I could do so much better in terms of work and that I needed to get more education to make it big.

Nina demonstrates how SPAs can create opportunities for themselves when they encounter heterogeneous ties, no matter how briefly. SPAs are able to form networks that contain support and/or leverage and socially position themselves to take advantage of opportunities for social mobility.

Solana, a twenty-six-year-old first-generation Salvadoran immigrant, had an extensive network of friends and family. Many of her family members had come to the United States and were living in East Boston. Solana had completed two years of college and was returning to school when the study ended. Earlier, she had been unemployed and looking for a job: “Lucy called me to ask me if I needed a job and she told me to go to the housing office because there was an opening. I did and I got the job. I am going to be helping women get employment. Can you believe . . . I was just in their position but now I can help them and it’s a good job. Isn’t that excellent?” Lucy is a European American who acted as a bridge by providing Solana with information that led to a good job working for the city of Boston. A year later, Solana’s friend Amelia got her college degree, and all her friends marveled at the fact that she obtained her degree while working and being a single mother. Solana said, “I could not think of any more excuses. . . . If she can do it, I need to do it.”

Solana was able to survive and get ahead with the support of her family and the leverage she received from a bridge and another Latin American immigrant who served as a social model for her. She was further motivated when family arriving from El Salvador would comment on how well she was doing compared with her life in El Salvador. These statements—displaying a classic double frame of reference—made Solana feel good about her situation and further encouraged her drive to attain social mobility.

Social Position

Functionally speaking, social positioning is network formation with the purpose of attaining social mobility. When individuals have support and leverage in their networks, they have security and opportunities to build human capital and get ahead economically. As described in later chapters, each woman in this study was socially positioned in a characteristic way: each had a network that provided support, leverage, or both. All these net work configurations embody the concept of social positioning. As shown in chapters 6 and 7, social positioning is not always sufficient for social mobility, and interventions are necessary to transform social positioning into social mobility. SPAs develop social positioning through networks of support and leverage by being immersed in populations with high numbers of other SPAs, which define efficient populations as being able to provide social modeling and develop support and leverage though their interactions.

From Social Disorganization to Populations That Are Efficient or Inefficient

Social disorganization theory is probably the most important theory to come out of the Chicago school of sociology. It was developed in an attempt to understand how neighborhoods affect outcomes in social action, and it quickly grew into a theory to explain delinquency and crime in disorganized neighborhoods. The theory posits that neighborhood poverty and other factors produce socially disorganized communities.

In the 1940s, Shaw and McKay (1942) studied a cross section of Chicago neighborhoods and found that ethnic heterogeneity, neighborhood poverty, and residential instability cause social disorganization. All three factors were thought to decrease social bonds, discourage residents’ willingness to enforce social control for the common good, and diminish the strength of local institutions (see also Pattillo-McCoy 1999; Sampson 1988, 1991; Sampson and Groves 1989; Sampson, Morenoff, and Earls 1999; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Sampson and Wilson 2005; Small 2004; Small and McDermott 2005).

Later, ethnographic studies demonstrated that low-income communities are not socially disorganized but organized in alternative ways (Small 2004; Suttles 1968; Wacquant 1997; Whyte 1943b). As Small (2004) explained, part of the problem is that social disorganization theory is defined in too many ways, including the lack of mutual trust and unwillingness to intervene on behalf of the common good; not participating voluntarily in formal or informal institutions; the absence of institutional resources; the inability to supervise and monitor teens’ behavior; the prevalence of crime and disorder; concentrated disadvantage; density of friendship/acquaintanceship; lack of social resources; and an absence of intergenerational links (Kingston, Huizinga, and Elliott 2009; Pattillo-McCoy 1999; Rankin and Quane 2000; Sampson 1988, 1991; Sampson and Groves 1989; Sampson et al. 1999; Sampson et al. 1997; Sampson and Wilson 2005; Wilson 1987, 1996).

While many studies have found that poor neighborhoods negatively affect their residents, understanding the actual mechanisms that result in these negative effects has been more difficult. Ethnographers and others have bypassed the problems defining social disorganization by focusing on the identification of specific mechanisms, such as why low-income women have babies despite the additional economic burden they bring (Edin and Kefalas 2005); how African Americans in middle-class neighborhoods are intimately influenced by their geographic proximation to low-income neighborhoods where family and friends reside (Pattillo-McCoy 1999); how the personal views on neighborhood and place change with different cohorts of residents, explaining their participation in local organizations (Small 2004); how the Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago failed because residents faced problems beyond what they could address with limited resources while compensating for their abandonment by city authorities (Venkatesh 2002); and how concentrated poverty leads to cultural frames, directing social action that can reinforce inequality (Wilson 2009). Other research has found that residents in concentrated areas of poverty are largely socially isolated from working-and middle-class people (Fernandez and Harris 1992; Wilson 1987), and that this isolation leads to a lack of good role models (Cutler and Glaeser 1997; Sampson and Wilson 2005; Wilson 1987), reduced levels of social control, and increased social disorganization (Sampson and Groves 1989). These factors contribute to lower educational and occupational attainment and delinquency, among many other negative outcomes (Small and Newman 2001; Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley 2002).

Most of the research on social disorganization has looked at crime and violence in high-poverty neighborhoods rather than order and social mobility in such neighborhoods. While low incidences of crime and violence help maintain social order and access to institutional resources, they do not necessarily promote social mobility. Social disorganization does not relate to social mobility because the theory originated when the “growth in immigration from Europe, along with ethnic diversity more generally, was linked with increasing crime and formed the building blocks of social disorganization theory” (Sampson 2008, 30). At the time when social disorganization became of interest, Italian, Polish, and Irish immigrants were a challenge to the Anglo-Saxons and other Europeans who had been admitted to the dominant “white” population. Whyte’s Street Corner Society (1943b), Gans’s Urban Villagers (1962), and Suttle’s Social Order of the Slum (1968) were all ethnographic accounts of low-income European immigrants normalizing cultural differences in the definition of social organization.

While Italians and Irish became “whites” by the end of World War II and joined in the suburbanization of the country, social disorganization theory began to concentrate on African Americans, who were left in the inner cities largely in public housing developments and were otherwise disconnected, because of discrimination, from home ownership and asset development (Conley 1999).

It is only now that researchers using social disorganization theory have started to look at high-poverty Latin American immigrant neighborhoods perceived to be ridden with crime and violence, only to find them to be among the safest of neighborhoods (Sampson 2008). Sampson found that the same disadvantaged conditions that bred crime and violence in Italian and Irish immigrant neighborhoods, and later in African American neighborhoods, were actually breeding safety and order among Latin American immigrants. He reported that the lower rate of violence could be explained by the combination of married parents, high concentrations of immigrants, and individual immigrant status (Sampson 2008).

Sampson’s findings contribute to what is known as the Latino paradox. This concept is based on the fact that Latinos do much better on various social indicators, including violence, than African Americans and whites, despite their relatively high levels of disadvantage (Martinez 2002; Sampson 2008). For example, Latin American immigrants tend to have substantially better health and, remarkably, lower rates of low birth weight than the average population, despite the fact that they are less likely to receive adequate prenatal care and contrary to what their aggregate socioeconomic indicators would predict (Hayes-Bautista 1992; McGlade, Saha, and Dahlstrom 2004). However, the Latino paradox is based on assimilation theories, and levels and gains fade with each generation of immigration. The Latino paradox and the process of downward or upward assimilation are potential outcomes of the Social Flow framework. Individual agency materializes differently according to the frames that guide for an individual; the frame determines how the survival and “getting ahead” manifest themselves for any given individual. In fact, frames and social networks can be transferred from generation to generation even as the gains made by each generation accumulate. The intention of this book goes beyond the construct of assimilation, given that the Social Flow framework is more general and encompasses assimilation while being not culturally bound but applicable across populations and generations.

The history of social organization research, as influenced by cultural dynamics and differences, brings to the surface the understanding that the definition of social order is culturally derived and as such, subjective. Social Flow, on the other hand, approximates objectivity by exploring and developing the logical consequences of a number of premises substantiated by ethnographic data. The derived measures can be gathered in research, are not subject to culturally derived definitions, and can occur in any population. How many individuals in a population are self-efficacious and have networks of support and leverage? If individuals have these characteristics, they put that efficacy to work in their trajectories toward social mobility. As the number of SPAs increases, so does the efficiency of that population in its capacity to promote social mobility. Social Flow describes a mechanism that accounts not only for social order and the lack of crime and violence among Latin American immigrants in high-poverty neighborhoods (such as those studied by Sampson [2008]) but also for their capacity to develop networks and position themselves for social mobility.

Efficient and Inefficient Populations

Efficient is an adjective that means being effective, or able to accomplish a purpose. I define a population as efficient when it is able to produce social mobility.9 When populations are not getting ahead, these are called inefficient in terms of social mobility. As diagram 2 describes, the efficiency of a population depends on its number of self-propelling agents who are socially positioned for social mobility though networks of support and/or leverage.

There are emerging regional differences in the context of reception, particularly with regard to efficiency, that affect the social mobility of immigrants. This idea is consistent with segmented assimilation theory, which argues that context determines outcomes. Reitz (2002) anticipated differences in the contexts where immigrants are settling and distinguished the Southwest from the Northeast. He also proposed that “from the standpoint of immigrant reception, the pre-existing pattern of ethnic and racial relations is the most critical starting point for defining the host society” (1010).

The Southwest and the Northeast have different historical patterns of race relations. The Southwest was part of Mexico until the 1840s, and race relations there have been based on the colonization of the Mexican people and their land, and the ongoing exclusion and discrimination against Mexicans and their descendants (Aguirre and Turner 2003). Southern California is the receiving context for the Mexican immigrants studied by Dohan (2003). In the neighborhood of Guadalupe, recent Mexican immigrants live in overcrowded, overpriced housing and operate thriving yet modest ethnic businesses. But as Dohan demonstrates, the majority of these immigrants are overworked, with low-wage jobs that provide little beyond what is needed for survival, allowing trips back to Mexico, which are necessary to nourish their cultural identity and reinforce their energy to continue being overworked. Dohan compares Guadalupe with Chavez, a neighborhood with second- and third-generation Mexicans who do not easily accept jobs with low wages but instead hang around corners in public housing developments surviving as hustlers in an informal economy that has replaced the busy overwork of Guadalupe.

DIAGRAM 2. Efficient and inefficient populations
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Dohan considers both of these neighborhoods to be mired in poverty, which is reinforced by the institutions of work, crime, and welfare. While I do not minimize the value of his findings, I question the use of mainstream definitions of poverty and social mobility. Dohan (2003) hints at these questions when he explains that to the immigrants of Guadalupe, “five dollars an hour earned in San José could purchase property in Michoacan or provide a nest egg to start a business in Oaxaca” (211). This fact and the fact that they could afford to go back home regularly manifest social mobility for immigrants. In essence, the immigrants Dohan studied are SPAs who have access to network configurations and opportunity structure that, albeit bleak by American sociological standards, offer them social mobility. On the other hand, the U.S.-born Mexicans in Chavez had given up on low-wage work, as Gans (1992) predicted, and now have expertise as hustlers. Dohan points out that the residents of both neighborhoods focused their economic activities on advancement, albeit through different strategies—overwork and hustling.

Because Dohan analyzed his data from an urban poverty perspective and did not use immigration or race and ethnic relations literature, he missed a great opportunity to distinguish between first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants living in high-poverty neighborhoods and the wearing down of prospects for those immigrants who settle in California and the Southwest (areas with previous histories of marginalization that began with colonization). Faced with blocked opportunities for training, education, and employment in the formal market, SPAs innovate by utilizing opportunities that are available, albeit in the informal market. The U.S.-born Mexican Americans had given up on low wages and turned to hustling because they could make that choice, given their lack of opportunities for advancement.

The same economic context as in Chavez and Guadalupe was affecting Long Beach, a Southern California suburb where Latin American immigrant women from Mexico work low-wage jobs. Marchevsky and Theoharis (2006) point to these women as examples of the failure of the 1996 welfare reform. The authors describe how misinformation about immigration laws, interaction with welfare policies, failed workfare programs that teach people how to dress but not marketable skills, and lack of child care options all create impossible situations for women to negotiate. In fact, these immigrant women demonstrate that getting off welfare is not an intervention that takes people out of poverty but, instead, further entrenches them there.

Also in the Southwest, Telles and Ortiz (2008) interviewed Mexicans who initially had been interviewed in 1965 to get a window into four generations of Mexican immigrants. The authors found that educational and employment gains peak in the second generation, and continued segregation and poverty subsequently settle in. Institutional barriers like chronically underfunded schools, discrimination, and reliance on cheap labor make integration difficult. The economy in California and the Southwest is based on the ever-arriving immigrant who is willing to overwork for low wages. It is an economy built on generations of exploitation and discrimination that began when the United States took Mexican land through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, thus marginalizing Mexicans through colonization (Aguirre and Turner 2003). Immigrants coming into California and the Southwest are settling in areas with histories of colonization and marginalization.

On the other side of the country (and the world), studies uncover more optimistic views on immigrant adaptation. Bashi (2007) found West Indian immigrants to be socially mobile in New York City and London. In addition, Kasinitz et al. (2008) have found that the majority of the second generation they studied in New York City is working and receiving education at comparable levels to their nonimmigrant counterparts. They further found that not only are second-generation immigrants not stuck marginally between two cultures, as proposed by Park (1928),10 but they actually use the two cultures as strategic tools to negotiate the environment. Immigrants use these tools as needed and develop cultural innovations that are welcomed in New York, and the ability to select the best traits from the immigrant parents and their native peers yields distinct second-generation advantages (Kasinitz et al. 2008). This turning on their head of concepts points to the need for receiving contexts that are conducive to global movements of people, and for diversity to manifest as innovation and creativity and, in the process, dispel myths (Bassett-Jones 2005; Fainstein 2005; Kurtzberg 2005). Immigrants in New York have relatively successful outcomes because the city offers a highly receptive context that values multiculturalism and cosmopolitism and seems to undercut the notion that New York is one of the most discriminatory and racist cities in the United States.11

These differences in context and outcomes for immigrants illustrate what I call efficiency differentials. The colonization and consequent marginalization of Mexicans in the Southwest has given rise to economies built on low-wage employment that can wear down the drive of immigrants after the second generation. These conditions, along with substandard schools and restrictions on opportunity through discrimination, make these areas inefficient in their capacity to generate social mobility beyond the second generation. On the other hand, the settling of immigrants in neighborhoods previously settled by European immigrants, who have left a history of social mobility to the suburbs, gives immigrants in the Northeast the opportunity to develop networks and gain access to opportunities that manifest the efficiency of those populations in terms of social mobility.

An efficient population, as defined by Social Flow, is one in which the number, or concentration, of self-propelling agents is high enough to allow people to interact and form support and/or leverage networks. Self-propelling individuals can be accessed as social models in such a population. In these terms, an efficient population is one that can sustain social positioning. Loosely speaking, efficient populations also contain acceptable levels of human capital development, employment, and income. An inefficient population is one that cannot sustain social positioning and in which the sense of self-propelling agency is much diluted. Given the low concentration of SPAs, interaction between them is unlikely. This lack of interaction suppresses network formation and renders social positioning more difficult. Interaction between SPAs and non-SPAs is also unlikely; this fact prevents the spread of agency within the population. Furthermore, faced with the inability to position themselves socially, SPAs are forced to either give up their agency or migrate, thereby increasing inefficiency in their former networks while promoting efficiency in the receiving population.

The exodus of self-propelling agents from inner-city neighborhoods has been thoroughly documented and has transformed neighborhoods in Chicago, Baltimore, and other cities into concentrated areas of poverty (Wilson 1987). Efficiency and inefficiency in a population’s capacity to promote social mobility are poles with many variations in between.

In my study, I found that the populations in East Boston and South Boston were both efficient, but that efficiency was higher in the public housing developments in South Boston. This was in large part because of South Boston’s particular historical background and political clout, which brewed a collective sense of agency against the development of intergroup ties (Briggs 2007) but mobilized bridges to engage Latin Americans with the area resources (Domínguez 2010).

Mechanisms for Gradual Loss of Efficiency

A population can lose efficiency by two mechanisms: social isolation and unbalanced reciprocity. I met immigrant women who became socially isolated because they were subjected to patriarchal forms of control and domestic violence. A case in point is Yolanda, a first-generation Puerto Rican whose husband controlled her by showing up unannounced at her place of work, to see if he would find her talking to another man. He also reviewed the numbers she called from her cell phone and organized a gossiping campaign within the family about Yolanda’s activities. Yolanda stopped working because she was stressed about having to avoid all contact with coworkers in case her husband showed up. The longer individuals like Yolanda remain socially isolated, the less likely they will be able to restore their support and leverage networks. Consequently, social isolation results in hampering frames and erodes the sense of self-propelling agency at the individual level, which increases inefficiency at the population level.

Another mechanism that decreases efficiency is interpersonal draining. All human relationships depend on reciprocity, or the expectation of mutual obligation. When relationships are unbalanced in terms of reciprocity, they are not likely to last. Poverty, illness, and crisis all lead to unbalanced reciprocity. African Americans who live in poverty, for example, can be isolated from family because ongoing structural limitations that render them excessively needy force them to cut relations (Domínguez and Watkins 2003). Unbalanced reciprocity from needy family members affected SPAs in negative ways by temporarily taking them out of the path toward social mobility. This occurred with Nina, a second-generation Dominican who had to stop her college education because her family’s needs were overwhelming. After her daughter, Sara, was born, Nina was able to count on her mother for help with child care while going to college, but that arrangement did not last very long. She explained:

My parents are young, and I have to be a friend sometimes because of drugs. My father does cocaine. He is a high-class tecato [druggie]. He is such a smart man and he is on drugs a lot. It is really sad. He has been doing this all his life. He has gone to treatment and has lost weight, but my mother, she is very emotional, always on some kind of drama . . . so she counts on me a lot. I used to lose patience with her, and now I know that she can’t really help it.

The support that Nina’s mother expects from Nina had decreased somewhat since the older woman started psychotherapy and antidepressant medications. The level of stress in the family remained high, though, because Nina’s brother got into trouble at school. His ongoing behavior disrupted the family’s stability and fueled much of her mother’s “drama.” Nina’s close cousin Rosa, a mother of eight, was also involved with substance abuse, in this case alcohol. Nina described how Rosa’s children were adultified, or forced to fulfill adult roles and responsibilities at an earlier than expected age for children (Burton 2007). As Nina explained, “They are so good, you wouldn’t believe. They are always trying to help her, . . . but it is nuts.” Nina also had concerns about her younger cousin, who got involved with a marginalized crowd at school despite her parents’ attempt to improve the educational opportunities of their children by moving to the suburbs. Nina continued, “It’s awful; she is my little cousin, you know? My uncle and aunt worked so hard to provide her with a better neighborhood, and there she is all over this loser. I feel so bad, everybody counts on me, and I talk to her, but I am afraid of pushing her away.”

While many of her family members called on her for advice, Nina’s father made her play the father role. According to Nina, “I am the dad . . . that is the relationship I have with both my parents. Sometimes I want to tell them to fuck off, you know. I have had to go and bail my dad out after work. Can you believe this? This puts me in a very difficult position, you know. It makes me have to be the father.” These conditions created unbalanced levels of reciprocity; Nina gave a lot more support than she received from her family, which forced her to rely more heavily on herself and her friends. As Belle (1982) found in her study of low-income mothers, “The more involved a woman was with her relatives and close friends, the more stress she experienced in regard to her social relationships” (500). These family dynamics made Nina unable to tolerate alcohol or drug use by anyone she knew, and they interrupted her education. As the main emotional and instrumental support for her mother, who was very depressed, her father, who was drug-dependent, her younger brother, who got into trouble with the law, and her cousin, who was “hanging out with losers,” Nina was forced to leave college after two years to focus on her family, daughter, and work. She told me:

I was being pulled in so many directions. I could not cope with all of that, you know, . . . and then Sara was born and it all became too much. I knew that it wasn’t the right thing to do, but I didn’t feel that I had a choice. I had to get myself and everything under control and then see about school. But now, I am getting really tired at work, and I know that I won’t go much further if I do not get more education. I am smarter than them, I am smarter than my bosses, but they won’t allow me to move up. So, what I need to do is get out of there, and I can’t go elsewhere until I get more school.

One year later, Nina’s close friend Antonia, who was a single mother, worked full-time, and also resided in public housing, graduated from Emerson College. Six girlfriends who had gone to high school together marveled at Antonia’s accomplishment, and Nina credited Antonia with encouraging her to set limits with her own family: “I had to start thinking about myself, you know. I saw Antonia and we were so proud of her, you know? She deals with her child and her mother, who lived with her, and she works really hard . . . and she has hung in there and . . . we were so proud of her [increasing the volume of her voice].”

Nina resumed her studies but complained, “My mother can’t figure out that I live alone and have a daughter. She says that I need a man. I tell her that I will get a man when I am independent, when I have something to offer. . . . She does not understand this at all.” Nina’s mother would rather see her daughter married than continuing her education because she thought that by furthering her education, Nina was making herself less attractive to men.

Nina’s story demonstrates how structurally derived resource limitations can cause a high degree of neediness among families. Such neediness begins to drive families apart and splinters them into isolated individual members who cannot count on each other. In essence, this mechanism begins the disintegration of families who live in poverty and is one reason for the current high level of isolation among poor African American women. But as an immigrant, Nina had access to other SPAs who socially modeled for her and got her back into the Social Flow.

Menjívar’s (2000) book on Salvadoran immigrants in San Francisco uses ethnography to describe the beginning of family fragmentation and gradual loss of efficiency. Severe economic hardship made it impossible for immigrants to repay loans they received from family members to get across the border. This break in reciprocity fragmented family networks, making the financial scarcity and resettling process that much more difficult. While it is often assumed that immigrants need relationships with family and co-patriots to resettle in a new environment, scarcity resulted in many instances of unbalanced reciprocity. Menjívar demonstrates that, in some Latin American families, scarcity can turn solidarity on its head. A gender analysis found men turning to each other to drink and recycle information while women ventured out to social service institutions and gathered information about resources. This analysis reveals that women are more likely to engage across race and ethnicity and increase the likelihood of leveraging opportunities.

As newer immigrants, some Latin American families have emotional resources and frames that allow them to buffer discriminatory practices and provide each other with support, while the cultural value placed on extended family relations remains. Nevertheless, Nina and the families in Menjívar’s study demonstrate that the mechanism pulling families apart is present within first-and second-generation families, and even though it affects these women only temporarily (at least in Nina’s case), it should be of concern to policy makers.

One SPA Is Not Enough to Create Efficiency

Paula is a second-generation Puerto Rican woman who lives in South Boston; she was trained to work in child care and landed a position as assistant director of a high-achievement preschool. Although the preschool was located in a disadvantaged area, it attracted parents who valued education and wanted to give their children a head start in education to move out of poverty.

Through this job, Paula was able to develop a relationship with Valerie, a socially mobile African American woman who, like Paula, was a single mother. Valerie acted as a bridge to a socially mobile world and provided Paula with insights on how to get ahead. In a conversation about public assistance, Paula commented:

You only deserve it [aid] if you are willing to do something with your life, you know, like my friend Valerie, she has done it all on her own. She has worked hard and now she is manager for cosmetics at [a local department store]. She should be proud of herself; she brings me nice products so that I can look good. I guess that I was there for her daughter when she needed it the most. I guess that she started later [having children] and she did more stuff to get herself ready.

Paula regularly mentioned Valerie during the two years she participated in the study. She referred to her as someone who influenced her in positive ways. On one occasion, she thought about what Valerie would wear when preparing to go to an employment interview. The modeling that Valerie provided for Paula is particularly important according to the research on the employability of low-income individuals (e.g., Fernández-Kelly 1995).

Valerie was one of the few socially mobile individuals in Paula’s network. Paula’s ties ranged from welfare recipients to employed women, but, like Paula, they all tended to be struggling to survive and did not have the necessary tools to focus their outlook toward social mobility. By falling from the middle class and settling in a high-poverty neighborhood, Paula ended up identifying with marginalized youth in gangs. The identification with marginalized minorities is one option that leads to downward assimilation, according to immigrant scholars (Portes and Zhou 1993). Paula was also let down by a school system that is unable to support and encourage immigrants. This negative bridging exposed Paula to a series of violent episodes, which traumatized her and impaired her functioning. Paula demonstrates that when an individual is surrounded by non-SPAs and impaired by lingering trauma, one SPA is not sufficient. A healthier network with enough support, leverage, or both, is necessary for social positioning. Paula also needed access to bridges, mental health treatment, and more SPAs.

From Segmented Assimilation to Interventions

As Gans explained in “Second-Generation Decline” (1992), many children of immigrants would not be willing to work the low-paying jobs that kept their parents working hard and staying in poverty. This conclusion signaled a break with the assimilation-based literature that focused on the seemingly automatic social mobility of many European immigrants who came in previous waves. Most European immigrants were socially mobile due to industrialization and social policy,12 and they benefited from economic sectors that afforded them middle-class lifestyles with little education; these sectors were guarded closely, keeping out African Americans. The ones who had not moved up by World War II, particularly the Italians and Irish, joined the middle class finally through the GI Bill, which afforded them college educations and extremely favorable terms for home ownership in the suburbs. This social policy, which also discriminated against Latin Americans, has resulted in whites having eight times the net wealth of African Americans (Conley 1999). These interventions proved to play a significant role in the social mobility of European immigrants. In fact, at the time of this study, the Irish Americans and Italian Americans who remained in the Mary Ellen McCormick housing development in South Boston and Maverick Gardens in East Boston were among the last remaining third-, fourth-, or fifth-generation European immigrant survivors of poverty.

Today’s immigrants enter a two-tier society where the ones with education and high-level skills are able to get ahead while the rest are stuck in low-paying service positions that generally do not allow social mobility. To explain the shift in the immigrant population and economic context, Portes and Zhou, in “New Second Generation: Segmented Assimilation and Its Variants” (1993), argued that location could define the receiving context and the social networks that are available to immigrants and their children, and thereby produce diverse outcomes. The model Portes and Zhou developed poses three likely outcomes among contemporary immigrants and their offspring: “One of them replicates the time-honored portrayal of growing acculturation and parallel integration into the white middle-class; a second leads straight into the opposite direction to permanent poverty and assimilation into the underclass; still a third associates rapid economic advancement with deliberate preservation of the immigrant community’s values and tight solidarity” (82).

These outcomes do not occur in a vacuum. Parental socioeconomic achievement, family composition, phenotype, and ethnic markers contribute to these outcomes. When parents have greater resources, in the form of higher economic status, high educational levels, intact families, and strong co-ethnic social networks, children tend to undergo selective acculturation, choosing and mixing elements from both dominant and ethnic cultures. In these situations, intergenerational tension is manageable, and children do not feel embarrassed by their immigrant parents. On the other hand, those families who experience poverty, low educational and occupational participation, and social isolation are more likely to experience dissonant acculturation marked by role reversal where children translate the settlement process for immigrant parents.13 When such an adultifying dynamic occurs with parental support, the child builds self-efficacy and experiences empowerment (Valenzuela 1999). When children do not get support, they react against family control and demands, and when the second generation matures, race, labor markets, and counterculture challenge their adaptation as adults. Race poses a great challenge to immigrants who have darker skin because the amount of discrimination one experiences in the United States is largely determined by skin color.

Living in geographic proximity to concentrations of poverty, stigmatized and marginalized populations, and negative influences is another challenge that confronts the second generation as they go through school and socialize with neighborhood peers. The unease with negative influences among immigration scholars mirrors the neighborhood effects researchers’ preoccupation with oppositional culture.14 Many low-income immigrants settle in high-poverty neighborhoods that restrict their children to poor inner-city schools, bad jobs, and shrinking economic niches. Consequently, they run the risk of being trapped in insular networks that lack leverage and remaining in poverty. This social context can also derail opportunities and lead to poor educational outcomes and participation in gangs and drug subcultures. Gans (1992) called attention to the rising levels of unemployment, crime, substance abuse, and other problems associated with poverty, as well as the frustration of rising expectations. These scenarios have been found in empirical studies on immigrants in the Southwest (Dohan 2003; Telles and Ortiz 2008). Subsequently, immigration scholars have been concerned with the possibility that second-generation immigrants will undergo a process of segmented assimilation that could result in a reactive and oppositional cultural identity to which those with dissonant acculturation without parental controls or authority are most vulnerable.

Some immigrant groups escape or avoid poverty because they benefit from bounded solidarity, or a belief in the collective fate of a group, and enforceable levels of trust. Enforceable trust means that community members trust each other to follow behavioral norms, and that trust is enforced by a threat of informal punishment, such as ostracism, for violating the community’s norms. While bounded solidarity means solidarity based on the outward confrontation of a social group, enforceable trust is based on the internal sanctioning capacity of the community (Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993). Cuban Americans provide one example of an immigrant group that enjoys bounded solidarity and enforceable levels of trust. They have also benefited from a socioeconomically heterogeneous network, which enables its members to establish multiple connections (Fernández-Kelly and Schauffler 1996). This was also the case among the West Indian immigrants studied by Bashi (2007). But not all Latin American immigrant groups have those resources or co-ethnics that systematically intervene. The Irish also benefited from bounded solidarity in their incorporation into this country within a context of heavy discrimination. Through bounded networks and relations of patronage, the Irish rose through the ranks of civil service and politics.

A criticism of segmented assimilation is that it conflates assimilation with mobility by suggesting that context can dictate downward or upward assimilation in terms of social mobility (Gans 2007). Assimilation is separate from mobility, and it is encompassed in the Social Flow framework. Although family support is strong in the families I studied, individual agency, social modeling, and bridges are necessary in the Social Flow framework. SPAs act as social models reinforcing the self-propelling agency of the population. And SPAs, along with bridges, can integrate immigrants into the social networks of the dominant community. In fact, bridges represent the dominant community’s participation by individually or institutionally activating outreach to immigrants. As such, bridges are the first line of intervention in Social Flow.

Bridges as Interventions

Bridges are weak or strong ties that cut across race, ethnicity, and/or social class to bring together dissimilar communities (Briggs 2001).15 As Briggs (2002) explains, social leverage comes from bridges, which offer increased access to diverse types of resources because each person operates in a different social network with varying access to resources (Granovetter 1995). Three conditions contribute to the development of bridges: opportunity for contact, active pursuit according to shared traits or inbreeding, and pressure of association from one’s own group or the out-group (Briggs 2002). In addition, bridges can be motivated by a social consciousness around exclusion ary dynamics (Domínguez 2010). Spontaneous bridges are self-initiated and work specifically against the neighborhood’s collective agency against crossracial tie development. Other bridges are mandated by social service agencies to conduct outreach to immigrants. But, because they are mandated, they are not as effective as those who are spontaneous (Domínguez 2010). Bounded solidarity and enforceable trust are examples of out-group and in-group pressures that can negatively affect the development of bridges. As Briggs (2002) explains, economic and racial segregation limit the opportunity for contact, thereby strengthening group boundaries and cross-group differences, and increasing preference for inbreeding. Other types of bridges provide integration and leverage (Domínguez 2005; Domínguez and Maya-Jariego 2008). Integrative bridges connect two socially and ethnically differentiated populations that exist in a given neighborhood or community with the purpose of racial integration. Leveraging bridges, on the other hand, catalyze social advancement by providing access to training and employment opportunities. All bridges enhance network heterogeneity and strengthen social positioning, regardless of their motivation and purpose. For this reason, bridging is being defined as interaction with the intent and/or effect of enhancing heterogeneity. Because this enhancement can have positive and negative effects, I also refer to positive and negative bridging (Domínguez 2010).

Positive bridges are particularly necessary in public housing developments where most residents live below the poverty level. There, residents often lack access to others whose standing in the social structure differs from their own and who also have access to different information. Martina, a thirty-six-year-old first-generation Dominican immigrant, had a positive bridge named William. A European American who helped her become a naturalized citizen, William drove her around and helped her to go to places. He would also write notes in English and Spanish about what Martina had to do. Martina admits that she was very lucky. “Hay personas que tienen una luz [some people have a certain light],” she says. She had a hard time getting naturalized because she did not have her first passport or documentation that showed how many times she had entered and left the country. William helped her find a lawyer to submit a petition to the federal immigration agency. She paid the lawyer $600, and within a month she had an interview at which she was asked twenty-five questions. The first was “Who discovered America?” She could not answer it. “I was so nervous,” she explained. William still jokes with her about this, asking her, “Have you figured out who discovered America yet?”

William acted as a bridge, getting Martina the help she needed to become a citizen. As a citizen, Martina was able to sponsor her mother’s visa petition so that she could come live with her. Martina also set out to learn English, which generated employment opportunities. These benefits came as a result of her tie to someone who belonged to another ethnic group, in this case the dominant group, and who had access to information previously unavailable to Martina. Thus, the mechanism underlying Martina’s advancement was the increased heterogeneity in her network, which in this case resulted in positive bridging and strengthened social positioning (Domínguez 2010).

On the other hand, negative bridging can result when bridges connect immigrants with marginalized populations that are engaged in high-risk behaviors and trying to get ahead through informal markets. A case in point is Paula (chapter 6), whose precipitous fall to disadvantaged neighborhoods put her in contact with negative bridging that introduced gang activities, including violence that eventually traumatized her.

Interventions When Social Positioning Is Not Enough

All the socially mobile women in my study were socially positioned—they displayed networks characterized by support, leverage, or both. Through the construction of such networks, SPAs position themselves to achieve social mobility. In an efficient population, many factors, such as trauma, unavailability of services, and hampering frames, can prevent the flow of socially positioned individuals toward social mobility. Because the presence of such factors prevents the Social Flow, social positioning is a necessary yet not sufficient condition for mobility. Trauma, for example, negated social mobility for socially positioned individuals in this study. According to Telles and Ortiz (2008), postcolonial discrimination in the form of low wages and substandard schools negated social mobility for immigrants in California and the Southwest. The role of intervention is to facilitate the flow by targeting such factors effectively; Social Flow is the intervention-catalyzed process by which self-propelling agency evolves into social mobility in efficient populations.

Bridges have already been shown in this chapter to be the first line of intervention for immigrant women and their families, opening opportunities for social and human capital development and access to necessary social services. Immigrant communities also need access to adequate schools and health services. By improving educational opportunities, immigrants can develop interests that counter marginalization. Other interventions are institutional services and social policies. As with previous waves of immigrants, the latest waves also require social policy-based interventions to facilitate the social mobility of immigrants when social positioning is not sufficient.

A network-based intervention that ensures the success of many West Indian immigrants in New York, London, and the West Indies is described in Bashi’s (2007) study. The hub-and-spoke model of transnational immigrant network organization describes how veteran migrants (hubs) act as the experts and select the new migrants (spokes) believed to have promise as successful candidates for immigration. Bashi demonstrates how the hub’s networks aid in the settlement process in significant ways by helping the spokes with housing and jobs. Bashi’s “hub-and-spoke” model is a demonstration of a transnational intervention, which secures the efficiency and success of the West Indian immigrant population.16

Interventions from bridges and mental health services to educational and occupational policies make up the last component of the Social Flow framework. Being SPAs who are socially positioned through support and leverage networks is necessary but not sufficient for social mobility attainment. Intervention is the component that makes it sufficient.

Toward Social Flow

As the chapters that follow will show, immigrants are getting ahead despite living in high-poverty neighborhoods, and they are not doing so through assimilation. Their outcomes are not the fleeing components of a Latino paradox. Instead, Latin American immigrant women in public housing are getting ahead through their own initiative, embedded in their self-propelling agency and driven by their frames. They are embedded in efficient populations with other SPAs who, through their interaction, develop their support and leverage networks to be socially positioned. Bridges that connect them to opportunities aid Latin American immigrant women who are socially mobile. In the process, they are changing what we know about neighborhood effects and assimilation. This book will explore their journeys and delve into the complex choices that the women made amid constraints and contradictions related to culture and gender. Unlike most network theory, this story is not blind to meaning and subjectivity because I bring human dispositions to the equation.

Organization of the Book

    This book is divided into eight chapters. Following this chapter, which introduces the Social Flow framework, is chapter 2, which describes the neighborhoods of South Boston and East Boston, including their population changes, neighborhood identity, and public housing developments. Chapters three to five focus on the idea of “getting ahead” and describe three ways in which social networks come together to provide social mobility. The book devotes one chapter to each woman who most clearly exemplifies each social network configuration to highlight how agency, frames, and social modeling come together in the negotiation of networks with the goal of social mobility in a context of concentrated poverty. Each chapter protagonist will have a social network diagram that helps to visualize the relationships and their connections to each other.

Chapter 3 includes two sections. The first section introduces Josefa, an SPA who perceptively negotiates relationships that help her rear her children and enrich her family life. Josefa’s story shows that family is always her priority and that this prioritization includes sacrifices and contradictions in gender dynamics. The second section illustrates how Josefa’s family struggles to control the trajectory of the eldest child in the family and how that struggle is aggravated by the low educational expectations placed on her by the school system. Lisa’s case study in chapter 4 demonstrates how her status as a lesbian keeps her isolated from friends and family while providing her with leverage though same-sex intimate ties. But this leverage comes at a high cost to her happiness and need for genuine closeness. In chapter 5, Camila demonstrates having plenty of support, leverage, and bridges that are instrumental in the trajectory toward advancement. Camila also demonstrates how social modeling works to reinforce agency. In certain situations, having support and leverage is not sufficient because of barriers affecting the population.

Chapters six and seven examine the role of intervention in the Social Flow framework. In chapter 6, Marta’s case study demonstrates that while she has support and leverage, she is unable to take advantage of opportunities because she was traumatized by severe domestic violence while growing up. As a result, she sabotages opportunities that seldom come to those in high-poverty neighborhoods. Chapter 7 demonstrates the value of interventions through Marcela and her partner, who were able to get beyond the trauma of domestic abuse through mental health treatment to take advantage of opportunities. Chapter 8 concludes the book by revisiting the general question of how Latin American immigrant women in public housing get ahead. I examine further how agency, frames, and networks work together to build the trajectories of immigrant women. I also explore further the concepts of self-propelling agency, social efficiency, positioning, flow, and mobility and look at their role and application beyond this study. I then apply Social Flow to transnational social mobility, explore migration as a tool to reduce inefficiency, and end with policy recommendations.

DIAGRAM 3. Map of South and East Boston
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Darkened areas in South Boston and East Boston indicate where public housing developments are situated.


2
The Neighborhoods

Despite their proximity and geographic similarities, South Boston and East Boston are distinctive neighborhoods that have been largely shaped by different histories of immigration. South Boston is best known as a tightly bonded and defended Irish American neighborhood, whereas East Boston is best known as a receiving neighborhood that has integrated various waves of immigrants. Because these two neighborhoods are distinctive, they have provided different contexts for the integration of Latin American immigrants. This chapter describes the historical development of the neighborhoods that set the stage for the integration of Latin Americans into public housing.

The histories of the two neighborhoods are linked to the broader history of Boston.1 Both neighborhoods sit within a few miles of downtown Boston but separated from it, bordering the Atlantic Ocean and barricaded by several lanes of federal and state highways. As seen in diagram 3, Boston Harbor, the Atlantic Ocean, and the Chelsea River surround most of East Boston, and the neighborhood is partitioned into three sections by Route 1A, which carries traffic to northern suburbs and states. South Boston is not different in this aspect. On one side, it is cut off from the rest of Boston by the Four Point Channel and Route 93; the other side borders Dorchester Bay.

Over the last 200 years, both neighborhoods have grown in surface area as a result of massive landfilling. South Boston has virtually doubled since 1836. Its development continues today with the building of a new convention center and a third harbor tunnel in Boston’s South Bay area. This new tunnel is part of the Big Dig, the largest public works project in the history of the United States. The harbor tunnel, named after Ted Williams, links the Massachusetts Turnpike in South Boston to Logan International Airport in East Boston. Fueled by Logan’s growth, the expansion of East Boston has been even more dramatic than that of South Boston, with the neighborhood growing to six times its original size. Landfilling in East Boston began in 1833 by joining five islands (Sweetser 1888). The airport began on a beach in the early twentieth century and expanded with filling over mudflats and more islands after World War II. By 1976, the airport represented two-thirds of the land in East Boston.

While East Boston and South Boston share some geographic similarities, each neighborhood has been largely defined by its own distinct history of immigration. South Boston was annexed in the early nineteenth century after a bridge connected the port of Dorchester to Boston. At first, Protestant families moved into the area. Later, it was embedded with Albanian, Lithuanian, and Polish communities. But Irish immigrants who sought refuge from discrimination at the hands of the Protestant elite have defined South Boston since the late nineteenth century. This community gained significant political power, Mafia-style cultural capital, and notoriety for mobilizing against the court-ordered desegregation of public schools in the late 1970s, the courtordered desegregation of public housing in the late 1980s, and the right of homosexuals to participate in the Saint Patrick’s Day parade in the 1990s. These efforts to protect South Boston’s homogeneity defined it as a defended neighborhood. In the last two decades, gentrification has transformed the population in parts of South Boston.

East Boston, on the other hand, has been a gateway neighborhood since the 1800s. Irish Catholics, including the Kennedys by the second half of the nineteenth century, replaced the first Protestant residents. In its heyday, East Boston made maritime transportation history and brought commerce, along with thousands of immigrants, to Boston. By the early twentieth century, Italian Americans replaced the Irish, who had followed the Jews. Although maritime transportation eventually waned, East Boston’s gateway remained open. The neighborhood is now home to Logan International Airport, and more than 20,000 passengers pass through it each day. This gateway function fosters a transitional and heterogeneous neighborhood. A few East Boston neighborhoods have also experienced gentrification in recent decades.

South Boston

When one surfaces from the Andrew Square T station on the Red Line of the Boston area subway in South Boston, one sees Route 93 to the left and an intersection of several streets. There are many people; some are minorities who are waiting for buses that leave from Andrew Square.2 The square is at the border of Dorchester and Roxbury, which are largely minority neighborhoods, and Route 93, which cuts off the neighborhood from the rest of Boston. In sharp contrast to Maverick Gardens (darker area in map shown in Diagram 3), the public housing complex in East Boston, South Boston’s three public housing developments (West Broadway [formerly D Street], Old Colony, and Mary Ellen McCormack [MEM]), is geographically and symbolically removed from the surrounding neighborhoods. Even the street names within the housing projects differ from those in the surrounding neighborhood. In fact, West Fifth Street becomes Flaherty Way for the length of the housing development and then returns to West Fifth. MEM and Old Colony are relatively close to Andrew Square, but it lacks enough places where residents can gather. The area around Andrew Square is composed mostly of low-income dwellings, which are old and in disrepair. There are few trees or any other vegetation.

Behind Andrew Square is West Broadway. From there, it is a short walk to the Broadway T station, which is surrounded by a few business establishments and the entrance ramps to Interstate 93. West Broadway leads to the center of South Boston several blocks away. South Boston Center, the neighborhood’s area of heaviest commercial and institutional density, is lined with banks, pharmacies, and restaurants. This area is predominantly white; minority residents are concentrated in the public housing developments, which are within walking distance of subway stations, bus lines, and major highways such as I-93 but generally lack retail establishments and social service institutions. Some of the few exceptions are the Notre Dame Education Center, which opened its doors in 1860, and the Catholic Charities Labouré Center, which was established in 1907 by the Knights of Columbus to care for the children of European immigrants. Both of these institutions are within walking distance of West Broadway. Despite the lack of access to retail and social services, MEM and Old Colony residents live next to green areas such as Columbus Park, and they enjoy oceanfront recreation facilities, including the Mary Ellen McCormack Bath House and Carson Beach.

Distinctive History Embedded in Discrimination

In 1804, Boston annexed South Boston (previously Dorchester Neck in Dorchester); the next year, private investors constructed a toll bridge linking South Boston to the rest of the city. Planners organized the community with a regular grid of numbered and lettered streets, a pattern atypical of the rest of the city. South Boston grew rapidly with the completion of the Old Colony Railroad and expanded more quickly in the years leading up to the Civil War as the hub of industry, including iron foundries, machine shops, shipyards, and refineries, all of which fueled the war effort. This rapid industrial growth sparked an increase in population, as did immigrants who fled famine in Ireland.3

In 1810, an Irish immigrant named Thomas Murray became South Boston’s first undertaker and bookseller. During this period, the Irish developed Catholic institutions despite strong resistance from an English Protestant establishment. Most likely in response to the increasing presence of Irish American and Catholic institutions, in 1825, Mayor Josiah Quincy installed a poorhouse, insane asylum, juvenile detention house, and prison in South Boston. Residents felt that their neighborhood was a “dumping ground for the city” (O’Connor 1988), a sentiment that has persisted throughout South Boston’s development, fueling the sense of community bonding as well as antagonism against intruders, such as the government and other racial and ethnic groups.

Despite these troubles in the early nineteenth century, the Irish American community continued to grow and gain strength. In the twentieth century, shipyards and railroads continued to provide work for Irish immigrants in South Boston, although signs stating “No Irish Need Apply” were common in Boston until the early twentieth century. Over time, Irish Americans gained political influence, as described by O’Connor (1988):

Denied any access to political power in the “old country” for centuries, the Irish often found themselves despised in their adopted land as well, and they were determined to achieve a measure of unassailable personal security and ethnic solidarity. Most avenues for rapid economic advancement were closed to them, especially in a city with a traditional, rigidly controlled financial establishment. Politics, therefore, provided a ready-made road to power and influence for those who were quick, shrewd, and tough enough to seize the opportunity. Those who took the leadership in Irish politics were strong men who ruled their worlds with gentle smiles and iron fists. Known as “bosses,” these men established themselves as centers of patronage and influence and turned out votes of “their people” with almost mathematical precision. (83)

As a result of its tightly guarded development, South Boston is best known as an Irish American enclave that has welcomed an ongoing influx of Irish immigrants and developed a safe haven against anti-Irish and anti-Catholic discrimination.

In this community, the “strength of strong ties” manifests itself in the development of an “enforceable trust” among its members and in-group-oriented behavior in the form of “bounded solidarity” (Lin, Ensel, and Vaughn 1981; Portes 1995). A strong sense of “collective efficacy,” social control enacted under conditions of social trust (Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997), has existed in South Boston, although not always with positive results. In some circumstances, “collective efficacy” and strong bonding networks gave rise to the proliferation of political and Irish Mafia bosses.

In line with this, South Boston gave birth to several important local and national political bosses, including Patrick Collins, who in 1882 became the first Irishman elected to the U.S. Congress; John Powers, who in 1950 became the first Democrat elected as president of the state senate; John McCormack, who in 1962 became the first Roman Catholic Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives; Raymond Flynn, who became mayor of Boston in 1983; and William Bulger, who became the president of the Massachusetts Senate. The Kennedys and Tip O’Neill, although not from South Boston, have also been part of this Irish political power. Even more so than at the state and national level, Irish Americans dominated local politics in Boston; it was not until 1990 that the city had an Italian American mayor.

As O’Connor (1988) explains, the Irish embodied a political culture that “celebrates the personal, emphasizes family and friendships, and rejects the notion of affection earned only by achievement and performance” (84). This type of “ethnic politics” was in contrast to the “rational politics” inherent in traditional Puritan Yankee values, which focused on establishing the rule of law for the community in a rational and equitable manner and resisted pressure groups (Ward in O’Connor 1988, 84). As O’Connor notes, “The Boston Irish used power and patronage to climb the political ladder” (85). Through ethnic politics, the Irish became a strong voting block and achieved a majority representation in public administration. This power and influence have benefited the economic and structural development of South Boston.

Some Irish Americans also pursued power through illegal activities. During the 1960s through the 1980s, South Boston became a center for the powerful Irish Mafia headed by boss Whitey Bulger, whose brother William Bulger was the president of the Massachusetts Senate. Whitey remains one of America’s most wanted criminals and the focus of federal investigations that have resulted in criminal convictions of FBI agents for protecting Whitey and his people in return for information and help in bringing down the Italian Mafia in the North End of Boston (Savage 2001).

South Boston’s brand of enforceable trust, bounded solidarity, and collective efficacy is well portrayed in Michael MacDonald’s All Souls (2000):

All the neighbors said they went to Whitey when they were in trouble, whether they’d been sent eviction notices from the Boston Housing Authority, or the cops were harassing their kid. Whitey was more accessible than the welfare office, the BHA, the courts, or the cops. If your life had been threatened, you could always visit Whitey and get him to squash a beef. That is, of course, if your family was playing by the rules of the neighborhood. If you’d received death threats for avoiding the boycotts and sending your kids to school or else for saying the wrong thing to the press, you were on your own. (111)

Whitey and his people maintained control of the population in South Boston and obligated the low-income Irish American community to maintain the integrity of their neighborhood identity. This enforceable trust became a significant aspect of the neighborhood’s reaction to the integration of schools and, consequently, the integration of public housing.

East Boston

To get to Maverick Gardens via the T, one takes the Blue Line to Maverick Square. Few realize that getting to Maverick Square means crossing the Boston Harbor by tunnel. As one surfaces from the T, the street is busy with people, mostly Latin Americans; some walk around and socialize on street corners while others wait for buses. On both sides of the street ahead are shops, restaurants, pharmacies, banks, and music stores, most of which cater to the Latin American community. The area is mostly concrete, with very few trees, and the trees that have survived look brittle. This urbanized look is very different from the view just behind the T station. There, one can see the waterfront and a beautiful view of downtown Boston across the water. Straight ahead are the remnants of old piers, offering a glimpse of a more abundant past harbor life. Going back to the square and walking down Meridian Street, one reaches the East Boston Neighborhood Health Center (EBNHC), various churches, a post office, a police station, and many social service agencies, including the East Boston Ecumenical Community Center (EBECC), the Neighborhood of Affordable Housing (NOAH) and the Action for Boston Community Development (ABCD) in East Boston. Between retail and service establishments, one sees remnants of a previous Italian community, including an Italian bakery and Lombardo’s Function Room, which followed the Italian American migration north to Winthrop and Revere.

Maverick Gardens is only a short walk from the T station and the various stores in Central Square, including Walgreen’s and Shaw’s supermarket. Central Square is also home to the East Boston Social Center. Because the square has a small plaza with grass and older trees, it looks a bit more developed and cared for than Maverick Square. One can be in Central Square in relative calm while five lanes of traffic roar by just half a block away as cars enter the Sumner Tunnel. The tunnel carries around 3,000 cars at peak hour, most of them traveling from Logan Airport across the harbor to Boston. While most people driving to and from Logan Airport have never visited the neighborhood of East Boston, if they look to the right from the entrance to Sumner Tunnel, they can catch a glimpse of Central Square.

Distinctive History of Immigration

East Boston’s development has been shaped by its “island” geography and its history as a waterfront port where thousands of immigrants first touched ground in the United States.4 This history is well manifested in the words of a service provider:

We try hard, you know. We have always taken care of the immigrants that arrive here. I think it is because we are from an island, we have an island mentality, and that has historically made us have to worry about ourselves and take care of ourselves. This is a receiving town. We take whoever comes in. People stay for a couple of generations and then they move on. . . . This means that we always have people in need. There is a perpetual level of poverty that keeps us always busy.

According to the Boston Historical Collaborative, the recorded history of East Boston begins in 1629 when King James I of England granted to Plymouth the five islands that constitute what is today East Boston (Noddle’s, Hog/Breed’s, Governor’s, Apple, and Bird). In 1633, Samuel Maverick became the first recorded resident on Noddle’s Island. Boston annexed the island in 1636, making it one of the oldest neighborhoods in the city. In 1796, a ferry ran from Boston to Noddle’s Island to attract visitors and residents to the island. Despite this effort, the island itself long remained isolated from the rest of Boston and attracted few residents.

In 1833, General William H. Sumner acquired Noddle’s Island. He went on to form the East Boston Company to oversee the commercial and residential development of East Boston. The company shaped the neighborhood as one of the first planned communities in the city, with street grids and squares to provide open spaces. Understanding that reliable transportation was essential, in 1833 the company established a ferry service from Maverick Square to Rowe’s Wharf in downtown Boston. Indeed, East Boston’s heyday was in the mid-1800s. In 1840, the opening of the Maverick House Hotel began to promote East Boston as a resort area. That same year, the Cunard Line of London built a pier in East Boston, helping to make it one of the leading ports in the country. As it turns out, the Cunard Line carried many of the Irish immigrants who settled in East Boston and moved on to South Boston. But the bustling shipping industry in East Boston came to a halt in 1870 when a fire destroyed most of the piers and accelerated the demise of the wooden shipbuilding industry.5 The East Boston Company closed its doors in 1928 but not before developing Wood Island Park, a forty-six-acre park designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, which included men’s and women’s open-air gyms, running tracks, playgrounds, and a grandstand, field house, and bathhouse. The park attracted 43,000 visitors in 1895.

As an arrival port with many employment opportunities, East Boston grew rapidly during the age of large-scale immigration. In fact, immigrants arrived in waves. In 1855, the neighborhood had 16,600 residents, 23 percent of whom were Irish. Although the Irish developed political power with Patrick Kennedy as the “boss” in East Boston, they never achieved a majority population. The Irish did, however, develop a number of institutions, including schools, banks, and churches. In the 1880s, two settlement houses were built to aid with the immigrant resettlement.

Russian and eastern European Jews began to arrive in the 1890s, and by the turn of the century, East Boston had the largest Jewish community in New England. Italians began to settle in East Boston in the early 1900s; by 1915, they had become the neighborhood’s primary ethnic group. As one older Italian American man I interviewed said, “There were always problems between the Irish and the Italians, but there has been a lot of intermarriage too.” Only second to the Irish before them, the Italians took ownership of the neighborhood; by 1925, 75 percent of the population in East Boston was either first- or second-generation Italian (DeMarco 1981; Puleo 2007). Italians maintained a majority until the 1970s and 1980s, when Spanish-speaking immigrants, first from Puerto Rico and later from the Dominican Republic, Colombia, and Central America, began to settle in the area. Asians have also settled in East Boston in the last two decades.

Though its economy once flourished with seaport-related industries, East Boston today is anchored by Logan International Airport, the construction of which began in 1923 and significantly and inextricably altered the face of the neighborhood. In fact, Logan’s expansion in 1966 took the community’s cherished Wood Island Park. As one community activist explained:

That was a real blow to the neighborhood . . . thousands of families were left with only the memories of fun times and happy times with family in the park. It is amazing how many photo albums include pictures of family in the park. It was very hard, you know and this one action by Mass Port galvanized the community to fight airport expansion. Too bad that it had to take losing that park to start to work against it.

Logan’s expansion has been the primary catalyst of mobilized collective resistance for the Italian American population in East Boston. The neighborhood was also damaged by the construction of thoroughfares that split it into three parts. These defeats have forced many Italian Americans to move north to the suburbs and away from East Boston. As they move away, Latin American immigrants are moving in and slowly replacing the Italian majority. East Boston is also home to many temporary residents who are airport workers.

María, a Colombian immigrant who settled in East Boston and works as a city planner, noted that Latin Americans began to slowly move in during the late sixties:

When we moved here to East Boston . . . it was in the late sixties, and we were the third Latin American family here. During that time, East Boston was predominantly Italian and Irish. We had to go to Chelsea and sometimes to Boston to buy groceries. There were a lot more Latinos there. It was around 1972 that a Spanish-speaking pediatrician came to work at the East Boston Neighborhood Health Center. That pediatrician serviced five Colombian and Puerto Rican families. In 1975, Father Carilli began to say Mass in broken Spanish in the basement of the Holy Redeemer Church . . . and by the mid-eighties the Latin American congregation moved upstairs to the main hall and the church got its first Latin American priest. Do you know that that congregation presently reaches over a thousand Latinos?

Over time, social service institutions began to serve the newly arriving Latin American immigrants. EBECC is one such institution that is instrumental in aiding Latin Americans and other immigrants in East Boston by offering services that range from English as a second language courses to leadership development.

In the early 2000s, as real estate prices started to rise in Boston, gentrification hit East Boston, and Italian Americans began to feel threatened by the Latin American immigrants who were buying homes and setting down roots there, just as the Italians and Irish had done before. A Catholic priest whom I interviewed explained this well:

Italian Americans feel threatened by the immigrants. Their children cannot buy a home in East Boston while immigrants will buy homes among several families. So they see immigrants doing what their sons and daughters can’t do and that threatens them. . . . this is a revolving issue. . . . the Irish that were there felt the same way when the Italians moved in. You know this geographic location has a history for being open to immigrants.

When I asked him what makes East Boston so attractive, he responded, “It is the most racially integrated neighborhood in Boston. It is quiet and it is safe.”

The increase in Latin American residents in East Boston is also evidenced by the prevalence of Spanish in retail and social service establishments. Through fieldwork, I learned that racial dynamics in East Boston are present, even if they are obscured.

Ethnic Politics and Distribution of Federal Resources

Differences in the historical development of South Boston and East Boston created very different neighborhood contexts for the introduction of public housing and its subsequent racial integration. In the two neighborhoods, ethnic politics played a substantial role in the distribution of federal resources from Roosevelt’s New Deal and his Public Works Administration. Although Irish Americans in Boston supported Roosevelt enthusiastically, and James Michael Curley had been the first big-city mayor to endorse him, Boston received relatively little federal aid stemming from the New Deal (Formisano 1991). Federal administrators distrusted Curley’s ability to spend the money as intended (Vale 2000). The distrust and political infighting at the city level delayed the implementation of most federal programs, including public housing.

Early local ventures to build public housing units failed and further alienated federal housing officials who wanted responsible business partners. But John McCormack fought on behalf of his constituents in South Boston and got assurances from Roosevelt that public housing projects would be coming to the neighborhood. By 1949, South Boston had acquired close to 3,000 apartment units in three large public housing developments: Old Harbor Village in 1938 (later renamed MEM), which became the first public housing development in the nation; Old Colony in 1939; and West Broadway (formerly D Street) in 1949. This allocation showcased the political power of the Irish in South Boston; the neighborhood received a “vastly disproportionate share of the city’s total allocation achieved at a time when public housing was widely considered to be a highly desirable housing resource” (Vale 2000, 176). The formal pathway toward political power of the Irish in South Boston had paid off. But the federal monies did not come without conflict; residents of South Boston felt pushed around by the federal government. This sentiment nurtured a fundamental ambivalence, which subsequently increased.

Racially Segregated Public Housing

Since their inception, Boston’s public housing developments mirrored the ethnic and racial patterns of the city. Italians went to Maverick Gardens in East Boston when it opened in 1942, and the Irish went to newly built South Boston and Charlestown developments.

Consistent with established patterns of political power, Irish Americans were overrepresented in the Boston Housing Authority (BHA). The Irishdominated BHA chose tenants it thought of as the “worthy” or “deserving” poor. This concept permeated not only social programs in Boston but also the history of social welfare in general (Katz 1996). Consequently, from 1940 to 1945, most of Boston’s public housing tenants worked in war production industries, and from 1946 to 1954, the BHA reserved apartments for returning veterans. The “worthy” tenants maintained housing units, developed clubs, and engaged children in recreational activities (Roessner 2000). Throughout the 1950s and beyond, the developments housed hundreds of public employees such as police officers and firefighters. Political patronage prevailed in the BHA, and during this time, Boston politicians reserved apartments to exchange for favors; many tenants had to make illegal payments to politicians to obtain public housing apartments (Vale 2000; Pynoos 1986).

When the 1950s and 1960s brought increasing levels of divorce and other social problems to East Boston, the BHA responded by developing social services to counteract these problems. Its goal was to maintain a positive environment in the housing developments (Roessner 2000). Nevertheless, most upwardly mobile residents left public housing, while the economic status of those who remained continued to decline. By the end of the fifties, the white “worthy poor” stopped applying for public housing, and such housing became undesirable. Consequently, city officials increasingly focused their energies on public housing for the elderly and urban renewal projects and turned a neglectful eye toward family public housing as its population became increasingly poor and nonwhite (Vale 2000).

Forced Integration of Public Housing in South Boston

As the BHA continued to have its way, the Massachusetts Commission against Discrimination noted racially significant patterns of segregation in Boston’s public housing and challenged housing segregation in the courts. As a result of legal pressure, in the early sixties the BHA began a program of integration that would rely on “pioneer” African American families who would be willing to “endure a harsh climate and unfriendly natives” to be relocated to previously all-white developments (Vale 2000, 317). One such pioneer was Florence Graves, an African American woman who moved with her husband to Maverick Gardens in 1963. She recalled her early experiences:

When I came here, first . . . I didn’t want to move here because they had had a riot the week before. Then when I came here, it was okay, you know? They had police protection twenty-four hours. They had another riot in 1964, then they had another one in ’67, but people [other pioneers] did not move out then. Then there was another one in 1974 [during busing], and that is when all the blacks moved out. Only my husband and me remained.

The BHA was legally required to adhere to a selection program that placed applicants in developments that had the largest number of vacancies. But the developments with high vacancy rates were also in the worst condition. Consequently, low-income European Americans started to forgo public housing. The chronically underfunded BHA deferred maintenance, and developments began to decay. At the same time, the issue of Boston’s segregated schools reached the courts, and in 1974, Judge W. Arthur Garrity ordered their integration. The integration of Boston’s schools became known as “forced busing” because the mechanism to achieve this goal was to bus children from one neighborhood to another. This brought African American children into South Boston, and “Southie” children into Roxbury.

Once again, South Boston residents saw the court order as an infringement on their sovereignty by an outside governmental force. Irish Mafia bosses and politicians used their enforceable trust and collective efficacy to manipulate the poorest residents of South Boston—those who lived in the public housing developments—into defending South Boston violently. Michael MacDonald (2000), who lived in Old Colony during that time, recounts how the neighborhood mobilized against the intruders:

Organized protests brought more thrills than anything we had ever known. Most of the marches were peaceful, though the threat of violence filled the air. You could hear it in the throats of politicians like Ray Flynn and Dapper O’Neil, who led cheering crowds. . . . My whole family kept up with the wheres and whens of the motorcades and rallies. It was us against them, and my family was now part of the “us,” as the neighborhood closed off more and more to the outside world. (78)

Residents of South Boston protested integration and boycotted the schools. Some also attacked the buses that brought African American students to the high school.

Residents of East Boston also protested school integration. MacDonald (2000) wrote that “Southie” counted on “Eastie” to hold the line against “forced busing,” but the media attention on South Boston’s reaction overshadowed any other neighborhood’s protests. Desegregation started one year later in East Boston because of the tunnels, and the delay contributed to the more subdued reaction. Meanwhile, televised images defined South Boston as a dangerous and racist neighborhood. In the process, many children from the public housing developments never returned to school and were consequently lost to drugs and violence (MacDonald 2000). The protests drove out “pioneer” minority families from South Boston and East Boston and other all-white public housing developments.

Throughout the sixties and seventies, the decaying condition of public housing and continued segregation resulted in several suits that furthered the demise of the BHA. In 1979, Judge Garrity placed the BHA in receivership, the first time a court had ever taken charge of a publicly financed agency. Garrity (1979) blamed the BHA for “gross mismanagement, nonfeasance, incompetence, and irresponsibility” that led to “indescribable conditions” and “incalculable human suffering” (15–25).

The receiver, Lewis Harwood Spence, took over the BHA and quickly moved to revive four developments. The political linkages of the Irish, through Senator Bulger, secured the redevelopment of West Broadway in South Boston. Spence understood the deleterious effects of concentrated poverty and believed that mixed-income housing was a desirable way to build social capital.6 He also believed that the integration of public housing would slowly change the racial composition of the neighborhoods involved, but his efforts were thwarted by tenant and homelessness activist groups (Vale 2000). Judge Garrity did conclude, however, that Spence had brought the BHA under control and ended the receivership in 1984. But in the late eighties, the BHA continued to be beleaguered by persistent complaints of racial discrimination. As late as 1988, there were almost no African Americans or Latin Americans in either South Boston or East Boston housing developments.

In 1988, the threat of losing at least $75 million in annual federal aid forced Mayor Flynn and the BHA to develop a formal program of integration for the all-white public housing developments. Resenting once again a federal government intervention, South Boston politicians galvanized the community, and residents began to call the impending influx of minority residents “forced housing.” During a radio news broadcast on January 12, 1988, Christopher Lyden reported on a neighborhood meeting that was held in the basement of Saint Monica’s Church between Old Colony and MEM: “City Councilman Jimmy Kelly stirred things up tonight by linking this year’s housing integration to the raw memories of school busing in South Boston a decade ago. He seemed to suggest that violence is all but unavoidable. The crowd cheered. The crowd jeered at Flynn as he made the case for a fair and equitable housing policy.”7 Just a few months after this meeting, two African American families became the first minority residents in the South Boston public housing developments. The families moved into MEM under great security and assurances from the police commissioner and Mayor Flynn, both Southie natives. As the New York Times reported: “Mayor Raymond L. Flynn’s administration has spent seven months trying to assure that black families can move into South Boston public housing without incident and, once settled, can live in peace despite a legacy of conflict that made the neighborhood a symbol of racial intolerance.” Flynn did not want to see the violence against the pioneer black families replayed (Gold 1988).

When Flynn was reelected soon after this interview, he lost only in South Boston. By 1992, 600 minority families had moved into South Boston developments (Rezendes 1992a). Meanwhile, trouble continued to brew as federal courts found in 1987 and 1989 that the BHA was managing its developments in discriminatory ways (New York Times 1989). South Boston continued to be profiled as a racist neighborhood when a housing study found that most of Boston’s racial incidents were happening there (Rezendes 1990). In 1992, Mayor Flynn announced his decision to revive a civil rights cabinet after a white man shot a black man in Old Colony (Rezendes 1992a). Facing another lawsuit by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the BHA pledged to end its discriminatory practices and paid a settlement of $1.8 million to 800 families who had been discouraged from living in predominantly white neighborhood developments (Rezendes 1992b).

The 1990s also saw several race riots in South Boston public housing. In 1993, a racial brawl involving 150 people at West Broadway mirrored a race riot in that same development in 1982. Camila, one of the women I followed, witnessed and recounted the brawl when I asked her about the history of the neighborhood:

Too many racial confrontations . . . riots, not little riots but humongous riots with hundreds of people, whites, and others battling and getting into it. When I lived over there [in the older buildings before renovation], I do not know what started it, but it was an argument between a white person and a Hispanic, and that white person went to get his people and the Hispanic went to get his people and then African Americans started to get into it and then people from other neighborhoods started to come in. Then, finally, there was a mass of people, and I thought we were in hell. The police couldn’t control it.

Meanwhile, the South Boston community continued its protests against integration; in 1994 community members participated in a flag-waving protest march and attended a raucous meeting in the basement of Saint Monica’s Church, where African Americans were blamed for making their streets more dangerous (Lakshmanan 1994). Tenants who believed that the BHA had not responded adequately to complaints of racial harassment filed a federal class action suit against the BHA and the city. To make matters worse, an investigation by the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in 1995 revealed systematic discrimination against nonwhites at MEM, where 152 desirable townhouse units were reserved for whites. Another HUD investigation found that the BHA had downplayed the “systematic discrimination” against nine minority families living in South Boston developments between 1990 and 1996. HUD secretary Cuomo termed the bias suit the most serious discrimination case ever brought against a local agency (Vale 2000).

By 2000, minority residents, many of them Latin Americans, occupied 40 percent of the MEM townhouse units. But their rapid integration caused severe problems; whites who were on waiting lists believed they were passed over and discriminated against. This belief fueled antagonism against Latin Americans.

Forced Integration of Public Housing in East Boston

The integration of nonwhites in East Boston met with relatively fewer problems than had occurred with the “pioneer” families in South Boston in the 1970s. There were no politicians using the issue to galvanize the community and gain political capital, and I was able to find only one racial incident reported in the news in 1978. Nevertheless, the residents of Maverick Gardens did talk about the racial problems they had witnessed. When I asked what they remembered about integration at Maverick Gardens, two women who were long-term residents and active in the development’s tenant task force commented:

I remember the hardest times growing up were between the middle seventies and the early eighties. Black kids and white kids would fight. They would go outside with bats and sticks and they would just beat kids up. It was both races, they were both guilty. Then . . . it was basically all white . . . there may have been one or two black families here. I remember Boston housing at that time started to do public safety transfers and more diverse people started to come into the neighborhood. It was kind of good. Everybody was coming together.

When I came in like in the early eighties, the racial turmoil was winding down. But sporadically there were issues with families and old-timers that were turf oriented and felt that people with different cultures were invading their space. Then kids started to play together. There were teams of soccer ball and softball and badminton and basketball, and then they all went and got their jackets. Everyone was a “Maverick Hinddogger.” Those are the things that I really liked about Maverick.

The relative ease of integration in East Boston was in large part due to the diffusion of the close-knit Italian community. As Italian Americans left, they were replaced with Latin Americans. The rich network of antiracist nonprofit agencies serving East Boston, like EBEC, also helped to defuse potential racial conflict.

Demographic Patterns and Race Relations at the Time of the Study

As table 1 indicates, the Latin American population continued to increase in public housing developments in East Boston and South Boston through the 1980s and 1990s. By 2002, Latin Americans had become the majority population in Maverick Gardens in East Boston, and in MEM and Old Colony in South Boston. Only West Broadway maintained a slight and shrinking majority population of European Americans.

TABLE 1. Demographic changes
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In South Boston, although the Irish American population continued to protest integration, racial tension and conflict slowly decreased. Tensions did flare up, however, when an elderly white man died during the Puerto Rican Festival celebrations, and the residents blamed Latin Americans. I attended a meeting called by the tenant task force to calm the racial tension. The meeting took place in the basement of Saint Monica’s Church and attracted a number of city and state officials with ties to South Boston. About 200 residents attended the event, all European Americans, with the exception of eight African Americans and three Latin Americans who could not speak English. The environment was very tense, and people were very angry.

“What happened to our old Southie neighborhood, where we could sit out all day!” exclaimed one female resident. Another female went on, “They threw rocks at my head. They yell out racial slurs. They wouldn’t take this. Why should I take it?” The hall clapped in approval. Jimmy Kelly spoke, but instead of inciting racial conflict, he complained, “We need a consistent police presence. Where is the police presence?” A female resident unhappy with his response got up and said loudly, “Look at this hall. It is full of white people. They are not here. They are not here because they are guilty and they know it.” A big roar of approval from the crowd followed while the African American board member pointed to the three Latin Americans sitting by her saying, “They are here.” Juanita, a Latin American woman yelled, “We are here.” Few people seemed to notice.

At this point, Juanita approached me, told me that she needed to go back to care for children she was babysitting, and asked if I would translate for the two remaining Latin Americans at the meeting. Every chance they had to talk to me, they complained about the safety in the neighborhood. One of them commented, “This is getting really bad. There are kids out all day, and they are just bothering people.” The other woman said, “We need more police presence. The neighborhood is changing for the worse.” They talked loudly, and the crowd did not like that.

The Latin American women had the same concerns as the European Americans, yet they could not voice them because they did not speak English, and no translators were available. This meeting came about because of racial tensions between Latin Americans and European Americans, yet without a Latin American presence or ability to communicate, it became an opportunity for the European Americans to vent their anger.

The issue of race has periodically filled the hall at Saint Monica’s Church over the last thirty years. The meetings happened often during the 1970s to organize and fight “forced busing” and in the late eighties and nineties to fight “forced housing” integration; they provided Irish American politicians with an opportunity to gain political capital. These meetings have a different impact now because minorities are present in the public housing developments, and those who protest against them have to live with them. No politician can risk galvanizing the population and causing racial violence now that minorities live in South Boston. The appearance of politicians at these meetings is now largely symbolic. Instead of fueling racial animus, the meetings allow residents to vent and defuse racial conflict.

Most of the Latin Americans who live in public housing leave South Boston every day to access services, work, study, and socialize with their families and friends. As Sister Magdalena, a social service provider, told me, “In comparison to the whites, Latinos are usually more familiar with the outside life of South Boston and do not feel limited geographically.” Adolescents like Diana, a Dominican girl growing up in West Broadway, take public transportation into South Boston to attend programs at the South Boston Neighborhood House. Her presence shows that new cohorts of residents are moving in without an awareness of South Boston’s racist history.

Residents of MEM and Old Colony are close to Andrew Square T station and can also walk to the John F. Kennedy T station and to Geiger Gibson Neighborhood Health Center, both located in the Dorchester area of Boston, which has large Latin American and African American populations. Geiger Gibson Neighborhood Health Center has a diverse staff that does substantial outreach to MEM. The staff also runs a satellite clinic within the MEM development. Otherwise, there is little Latin American representation in nonprofit agencies and retail establishments.

Gentrification also impacted South Boston in the early 2000s. As higher-income people moved in, they paid higher rents and caused a significant drop in low-income housing. The Irish Americans in public housing had always had a bridge to the surrounding neighborhood where their family members lived, but many of them now had to move out of South Boston to southern suburbs. Their displacement further cut ties between public housing residents and the larger community and isolated the Irish American community in public housing.

Unlike South Boston, East Boston boasts relative racial harmony despite its quickly increasing Latin American population. Latin American women in East Boston, for example, do not have much reason to leave the neighborhood because all their necessary services are available in Maverick Square or Central Square. Many in the public housing development work in East Boston as well. Logan Airport and Sky Chefs are major employers in East Boston. The residents in Maverick Gardens have access to the subway line at the Maverick station and to many services and retail establishments owned and operated by Latin Americans. In East Boston, Latin American immigrants have integrated, and many now own homes there.

While the antagonism between Italian Americans and the Latin Americans who were replacing them wound down, it was being replaced by class-based antagonism between Latin American immigrants in the neighborhood and those who live in Maverick Gardens. Immigrants living in market-rate housing in the neighborhood often worked several jobs and crowded into apartments to survive, send remittances back home, bring family to the United States, and save money. These newer immigrants resented the Latin Americans in Maverick Gardens who lived under seemingly easy conditions. The resulting antagonism isolated immigrants in Maverick Gardens from the striving immigrant population outside; even though the two populations share ethnicity and language, few bridges connect the two.

Conclusion

Immigration has racially diversified Boston over several decades, and historical dynamics influence today’s neighborhoods. Latin Americans are only the latest wave of immigrants that East Boston has accommodated. At the surface level, race and ethnicity have not been the focus of contention. But conflict exists in East Boston, and race, ethnicity, and class all intertwine to make East Boston a complex neighborhood. South Boston, on the other hand, has developed as a “defended neighborhood” with close-knit relationships with formal political and informal Mafia sectors. South Boston has defended itself against intruders and resisted integration of racial and ethnic minorities into its public housing developments.

As this chapter has shown, East Boston and South Boston are very different neighborhoods in terms of racial and ethnic dynamics. While East Boston had a collective agency toward heterogeneity in the population, South Boston had a very strong collective agency toward the maintenance of homogeneity in the population. As such, these two neighborhoods provide excellent comparative contexts for looking at the adaptation of Latin American immigrant women who reside in public housing. I explore their adaptation by looking at network configurations, individual agency, frames embedded in immigration, and the inductive formulation of the Social Flow framework.


3
Social Support and Family Life

I have it all under control. I will drop Katrina and Yolanda with my friend Julia across the street, who will put them on the bus along with her children. I became friends with one of Albertito’s teachers at Head Start, who lives the next building over, and she will take Albertito when she goes to work. That will take care of all three children while I go to work.

As this epigraph demonstrates, Josefa has an outstanding capacity to negotiate social relationships. She is a first-generation Afro-Honduran immigrant mother who lives in public housing in South Boston with her husband, Alberto, and their three children—Katrina, Yolanda, and Albertito. Josefa has very dark skin, is of average height and weight and wears her hair in a short Afro. As a woman of African phenotype who lives in public housing, Josefa’s social location is among the most disadvantaged in American society. But being an immigrant positions her for social mobility in a way that is inconsistent with her social location.

This chapter sets up the foundation of the Social Flow framework, which explains the components of social mobility in immigrant communities. The main elements of the framework are self-propelling agents, or efficacious individuals who are focused on social and economic advancement. These SPAs have frames that are largely based on the struggle of immigration. In general terms, frames are strategies for action that are developed through socialization. More specifically, the immigrant narrative of struggle, which pushes immigrants to get ahead to justify their efforts, informs the immigrant frame. Socially mobile first- and second-generation immigrants who say, “We struggled to come to this country so that we could have a better future,” voice that narrative of struggle. SPAs who have this type of frame develop and negotiate social networks that provide social support and socially position them for mobility.

There are competing research findings on social support networks in low-income communities. The literature on “natural helpers”—neighbors, coworkers, or co-participants in activities—states that individuals who provide support can do so because they are “free from drain” themselves (Collins and Pancoast 1976). A competing tradition argues that help-sharing networks among low-income mothers are composed of women who are extremely needy themselves (Belle 1982; Jeffers 1967; Stack 1997). A third tradition that developed in the late 1980s, as structural changes related to suburbanization of jobs and resources started to show consequences, found low-income African American mothers generally socially isolated and unable to count on kin for support. This tradition maintains that most people are so needy that they are not able to offer support to others (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Roschelle 1997; Wilson 1987). This book is part of a fourth tradition emerging as urban and poverty researchers incorporate the role of Latin American immigrants in low-income urban communities (Almeida et al. 2009; Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Mulvaney-Day, Alegría, and Sribney 2007; Sampson 2008). This latest tradition concurs with my findings that family and friends are actively engaged in the support networks of Latin American immigrant women.

Drawing primarily on Josefa’s experiences, this chapter explores how self-propelling agency and social support shape immigrant trajectories and social mobility, including the negotiation of social support, the fluid nature of networks, and the roles of social support from a significant other, ties that offer leverage, and transnational ties. I also explore the challenges that SPAs face in their quest for social mobility, including the struggle to maintain children’s “immigrant” identity, shifting gender dynamics, and the negotiation of a changing culture and generational differences. I first discuss the relationships in Josefa’s life that provide emotional support and instrumental social support by helping with day-to-day survival, such as transportation and child care. The next section of the chapter explains how Josefa and another woman, María, successfully negotiate their support networks because they benefit from key structural factors, including a responsible breadwinning husband, access to a job with benefits, and low-cost subsidized housing. I then explore the challenges that Josefa faces in her quest for social mobility, which include the complexity of raising children in a context of acculturation and the reshuffling of gender dynamics as they are challenged and maintained. Finally, I show how the struggle against acculturation and shifting gender dynamics played out in Josefa’s efforts to try to control the trajectory of Elvira, the eldest niece who ultimately embarked on a trajectory that has disappointed the family.

Josefa’s family lived in two different apartments during the time Josefa participated in the study. The first one faced a courtyard enclosed by apartment buildings on three sides. The courtyard was bare, with fractured, uneven blocks of cement and weeds growing out of the cracks in the summer. The courtyard also contained a Dumpster, which soured the air on hot summer days. Once Albertito was born, Josefa negotiated a bigger apartment with an additional bedroom. This apartment was in a building that faced another building; air flowed between the two and sometimes smelled like the ocean. This move caused a significant improvement in the family’s quality of life.

Josefa’s new apartment is up two flights of stairs on the left side of the landing. Even with an additional bedroom, it is a tight fit for the family. To the left when one enters is a small living room full of family pictures, plastic flowers, and many Afro-Honduran cultural artifacts. The room also contains a couch and a stand with Afro-Caribbean dolls dressed in various bright colors. I wondered if they were Yoruban.1 Josefa explained that her late younger sister made them. The wall bears diplomas in accounting that Josefa and her husband, Alberto, earned in Honduras. The kitchen, where Josefa spends most of her time, is to the right of the door. There is a small table for the family to eat, but the space does not allow everyone to sit around the table at the same time. Usually, the children eat in their rooms. I usually sit at this table when I talk with Josefa. She always offers me a plate of food or her specialty coffee. The menu includes plantains, rice, pork or chicken, and salad. She is proud that her children do not like the “American” food at school and always come home ready to eat Honduran food.

Negotiating Networks of Social Support

As diagram 4 shows, Josefa’s world consists of her husband, children, extended family, and vigilantly chosen good friends, who are seen in the diagram as a well-integrated and close-knit network. The cluster on the top left describes the family ties; to the right are ties to more isolated individuals known only to the nuclear family. At the bottom are all the friends that are connected to the family and each other. Everyone in Josefa’s network fits into a carefully designed program that she negotiates to survive and get ahead. My field notes on Josefa tell the magnificent story of a first-generation Afro–Latin American family as they negotiate a new landscape of constraints and opportunities, with the right foot in one country and the left foot in another.

DIAGRAM 4. Josefa’s social network
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Circle = Females
Triangles = Males
Size refers to the degree of centrality or a measure that gives a rough indication of the social power of a node (tie) based on how well it “connects” the network.
Color is from lightest to darkest in intensity of importance of particular tie. Yolanda, Katrina, Alberto, and Albertito are the most important members of Josefa’s network, followed closely by Rosario and Elvira, who are followed closely in significance by Carmela and the other friends. Josefa’s network is well integrated and tightknit. Drago is the leveraging tie and bridge that is unconnected to the network.

As Gilligan (1982) calls them, women like Josefa “are nurturant weavers” who create “networks of relationships on which [they in turn rely]” (17). Josefa is also what Hansen (2005) calls a “network anchor,” an individual at the center of the child-rearing project. Anchors manifest security, stability, and strength in their capacity to negotiate relationships in an effort to rear the children; they typically have children between five and twelve years of age, have a partner who helps rear the children, and are employed (Hansen 2005). As an anchor,2 Josefa plays a central role in her support network. With her warm personality, she is a magnet that easily brings people into the network. She is proud of the fact that although some of the women are Dominican and some are second generation, she is able to pull them toward her family values. She explained, “My friends are family and we appreciate each other. . . . They must be traditional homemakers or be leaning that way. . . . I like women who are responsible with child rearing and their households. . . . I don’t have time for those ‘Americanized’ women who are not responsible about their families.” For Josefa, enforcing and strengthening the homemaker role reinforces an ethnic and cultural identity that is differentiated from that of the nonimmigrant.

All the women in Josefa’s network have jobs and take care of their children. But having these dual roles is very difficult for the women who do not have husbands or partners. Josefa has Alberto, whose help with the children allows her to help friends when necessary. As an anchor, Josefa exemplifies the women in the study who are able to negotiate social position by accessing a variety of family and friends, including husbands, who are very active in the families. More than anyone else in the study, Josefa exemplifies how immigrant women can use social supports to negotiate two cultures, immigration, and family relationships in a context of racial antagonism and poverty.

Josefa, who was born in a small town in Honduras, was the tenth of twelve children. She grew up in an extended family until she went to school. She remembers being an active and curious child and recalls that a particular teacher gave her lasting advice and encouraged her self-propelling agency:

He told us that we needed to study because tomorrow we had no idea of what kind of husband we would get and we needed to be prepared to be independent. He is the one teacher who made a difference and that I remember. I grew up wanting to study business management. But being one of twelve children with a father as a sole provider . . . it was difficult to imagine going anywhere. After graduating from high school, I moved to another town, Sangrelaria, to see what I could do. I started to take courses by correspondence, but the boss at work did not allow me to go to the city for the university that was part of the correspondence. Eventually, I lost my motivation and ambition.

The course allowed Josefa to do everything but take the exams through correspondence. Because her boss did not allow her to travel to the city for exams,3 she “had to settle for the certificate in accounting.”

Josefa’s motivation and ambition returned once she met Alberto Guerra, and they began to contemplate moving to the United States. Josefa arrived in the United States when she was twenty-five years old, initially coming with a tourist visa, which expired after six months. Josefa lived without legal immigration status for three years while she waited for Alberto to become a lawful permanent resident. When that happened, they married, and she too became a legal resident. During that time, she recalled, “I didn’t have any problems. I took care of my nephews and we had a lawyer who was helping us. I felt supported; my sister and Alberto’s brothers were here, and that helped.”

Researchers have found that support from family and friends is a main component of social support within immigrant families (Almeida et al. 2009; Domínguez and Watkins 2003). As depicted in diagram 4, Josefa has an extensive and close kin-centered network and a nurtured and well-negotiated women-centered network of family and friends in Boston and New York City. Her sister Rosario, a widow with four children, lives about ten minutes away in Roxbury. As the closest person to Josefa, Rosario provides instrumental support, such as transportation, and substantive support, which is emotional and affective. Josefa also has a cousin, Samuel, who lives with his wife, Lisa, and children about ten minutes away in Dorchester. Josefa and Samuel grew up together in Honduras and are still very close. Because he is Afro-Latino, Samuel gets harassed in South Boston. “They slashed his tires and yelled insults to him,” Josefa told me. Being identified as African Americans by the Irish American neighbors becomes a contextual trigger in that neighborhood that influences behaviors imbedded in frames of “us versus them.” Despite this harassment, Samuel visits with his cousin. Although Josefa has also experienced racism and discrimination in South Boston, she minimizes their effect and occurrence. One time she said, “I do not want to dwell on that,” and she never talked about racism or discrimination again.

Alberto has two brothers, Ricardo and Nicolas, who live nearby in Dorchester. Ricardo is married and has six children. Nicolas is also married and has a young child, but Josefa does not like Nicolas because she considers him a mujeriego (womanizer). Nicolas’s behavior is inconsistent with the family-centered values that Josefa upholds. The family in New York City consists of Alberto’s mother, Ana, his brother, Carlos, who is married and has four children, and his sister, Hortensia, who is also married and has four children. Ana travels to Boston four times per year, and Josefa and her family reciprocate by traveling to New York two or three times per year. As a result, this extended family stays together, and the children grow up alongside their cousins. Overall, the balance of family members from both sides of the family helps balance the power between Josefa and Alberto. The physical distance from their families, however, still leaves room for Josefa and her family to develop fictive kinships (Kibria 1990).

Because of proximity and role, Rosario, Samuel, and Ana are all members of Josefa’s family-based social support network. When I asked about Ana, Josefa explained that although she lives in New York, Ana is her ally. When Josefa has trouble with Alberto, she calls her mother-in-law. According to Josefa, “She usually straightens Alberto out.” Like Josefa’s family, other immigrant families participate in large kin networks with high levels of visitation and exchange of material, cultural, and emotional goods; Keefe (1984) calls this value in extended family “familism.” Many Latin American immigrant families bring familism with them from their countries of origin, and studies have demonstrated that Latin Americans have a greater tendency to socialize and exchange emotional support with extended family than do European Americans (Keefe 1984; Keefe, Padilla, and Carlos 1979; Knouse 1991). European Americans of third, fourth, and later generations tend to have fewer family contacts and are most often satisfied to maintain relatives at a distance (Valenzuela 1999). Familism can also be restrictive and burdensome, limiting the opportunities of individual family members (Bean, Curtis, and Marcum 1977; Hoppe and Heller 1975; Keefe 1984; Shurgot and Knight 2005). A case in point is Nina (chapter 1), whose family obligations caused her to temporarily discontinue her education.

While family is extremely important to Josefa and her closest ties are to her sister Rosario, she extends her familism values beyond kin to her friends, many of whom become fictive kin: a replacement for family lost to immigration. Fictive-kin systems expand the network of individuals by providing social and economic capital; they constitute a resource for immigrants as they confront problems of settlement and incorporation (Ebaugh and Curry 2000).

To get incorporated into Josefa’s woman-centered friend network, women must be queridas (an expression meaning nice people who tend themselves to be loved); they also tend to be homemakers. Josefa contrasts her friends with Puerto Rican women whom she stereotypes as people who do not value being good homemakers. Josefa then admitted, “I know some Honduran and Dominicans like that too.” Josefa wondered about acculturation, given her preference for first-generation immigrants like herself. She talked about second- and third-generation immigrant mothers she sees as not being focused on homemaking and how different they were from the first-generation mothers. Josefa was intellectually curious and tried to understand the differences she sees in the population she engaged with as part of her network negotiations. The differences Josefa sees are consistent with the literature suggesting that Puerto Rican women can be more Americanized than other immigrants (Arditti and Lopez 2006) as is the case with second- and third-generation Latin Americans.

Given her preference for immigrant women who are focused on their homes and children, the majority of Josefa’s extended network consists of first-generation Latin American immigrant mothers. As first-generation immigrants, the mothers in the network share a narrative that values homemaking and child rearing. Within the group, there are two different types of women: those who are married and have children, and others whose husbands have left them. The latter are the ones who receive “emergency” help. The women in this group have urgent needs because they have the psychological pain of loss and abandonment, as well as the pressures of caring for their children and households on their own.

Josefa’s friends appear in the bottom cluster in diagram 4. Josefa’s best friend, Lorena, is also Honduran, married, and has three children. They see each other on weekends and have long conversations about “our families and children.” Francisca is Dominican, married, and has one child. She lives at the Old Colony housing development. Josefa and Francisca see each other every morning when they accompany their children to the bus stop. Carmela is Nicaraguan and is married to a Puerto Rican man. She and her husband have two daughters, aged eight and nine. As the youngest in the cohort, twenty-five-year-old Carmela counts on Josefa and the network for advice. Finally, Julia is in the second group. She is also Dominican and has two children, but her husband left the family. During part of the study, Julia worked with Josefa and gave her a ride to work every day. Julia, Josefa, and Francisca also cover for each other when any one of them needs to work or cannot pick up or drop off the children. This mutual help works well, since they live so close to one other. Josefa sums up her network of relations: “I have good relations with them . . . good relations are about communication, sharing, and respect.” The mothers whose husbands are not present manage to reciprocate in the same ways as the other mothers in this women-centered network. While they sometimes need support, at other times they are able to provide support.

Julia became instrumental to Josefa’s day-to-day survival when Josefa found a good job working from 8:00 am to 4:00 pm. These hours proved difficult for managing her home and children. When I asked Josefa how she was going to get the children to school in the morning, she smiled and said, “I have it all under control.” She then listed the number of contacts she made to facilitate this new schedule. I told her how impressed I was that she had it all together. Motioning with her hands, she replied, “You know, Silvia, my kids come first, and if I don’t find the ways for them to be taken care of . . . I wouldn’t take the job.” This scenario demonstrates how Josefa garners the support she needs; it also stands in sharp contrast to many accounts of life in public housing developments, where women are isolated and distrust everyone around them (Gotham and Brumley 2002; McNulty and Holloway 2000; Rainwater 1970; Ross and Mirowsky 1999; Sampson and Wilson 2005). Unlike many women who live in public housing, Josefa develops and negotiates ties with her neighbors because she is processing from a different frame without the contextual triggers that signal fear.

One day, I witnessed how Josefa’s network supported recently single mothers. I noticed that there were three additional children at the house. Josefa was doing a favor for her friend Isabel because Isabel is a single mother whose husband recently left for another woman. “Are you going to continue caring for those children?” I asked. She responded, “I can help Isabel but only until I get a job because then it will be impossible.” Josefa will not charge her friend any money, but “this will allow me to count on her later.” Josefa pays close attention to reciprocal exchanges. A month later, Josefa had gotten a job, and when I asked her about the situation, she said, “I helped Isabel for a while but I told her I couldn’t do it anymore once I started school and work. . . . I couldn’t get anything done.”

Josefa’s interaction with Isabel is a good example of how Josefa expects reciprocity in her relationships. When she started working, she had to stop helping Isabel, and a few weeks later, Josefa complained that Isabel was not returning the favor. Eventually, Isabel began to give Josefa rides to stores. Contrary to Josefa’s expectations, research on low-income women shows that their relationships often are not reciprocal because of the excessive need in poor neighborhoods (Belle 1983; Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Menjívar 2000). At times, the lack of reciprocal relationships means that women must rely on social service providers or lack necessary support because their limited ties are too draining (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008; Domínguez and Watkins 2003). Josefa may seem quick to limit relationships when they become too draining, but she is ensuring that social support enters her network so that the network is not drained. Women who are needy but unable to reciprocate do not last long in Josefa’s network.4

The women who are able to remain in Josefa’s network rely on her for emotional support. As she put it, “They see me as someone that can listen to them.” This dynamic is reciprocal; when Josefa needs emotional support, she relies mostly on Lorena and Rosario, and when Josefa needs help disciplining her children, she will involve Alberto, as well as Lorena, Samuel, and Rosario. Remarking on how she maintains reciprocal relationships, Josefa explained that any of these adults “can calm the kids down and get them back in order . . . I do the same for them.” Perhaps for this reason, Josefa believes that a friend is someone who behaves in a way that evokes deference and respect from the children. She commented, “If they don’t, then I have no use for them.” As Jarret (1997) found in her research on family management styles in low-income neighborhoods, children embedded in social networks become the responsibility of the network. Josefa’s network members help each other reinforce parental management strategies in effective ways. The fact that Lorena, Samuel, and Rosario can control Josefa’s children implies that the children have grown to respect these adults.

Rosario’s role in the network is to correct the children’s behavior and reinforce Yolanda and Katrina’s study habits. Lorena’s role is the same, but she uses a more commanding voice. Josefa says that Lorena “is like the army when she talks to them.” When I asked Josefa how she decided to include those people in child rearing, she responded, “They are the closest to me. I trust their judgment.” “Do they ever buy or contribute items that the kids need?” I asked. She answered, “I rely on them when necessary but not habitually. If I am working or Rosario goes shopping, she might buy a dress for Katrina.” This scenario shows how Josefa negotiates her networks to avoid the formation of draining habits (Belle 1983). In this way, Josefa maintains reciprocity in her network.

Samuel’s role is specifically to discipline Albertito when Alberto is not around. “Even the teachers know to contact Sam if Albertito doesn’t behave,” Josefa explained, adding, “because my little one is a rebel.” I responded, “That’s because you treat him like a king.” Josefa laughed and said, “I took him to school and the teacher said to me, ‘You give him too much attention.’ You know, she was right!” The study revealed many instances of Josefa’s gendered parenting, and she was curious about it. The girls had household duties and picked up after themselves and others, but the rest of the family catered to Albertito. Josefa was conscious that she was re-creating a privileged male but would exclaim, “I can’t help it!” As conscious as Josefa was of her parental responsibilities, her inability to stop the differential treatment of boys and girls in her home reflects how easy it is to re-create gender-based socialization patterns that may be counterproductive in new generations.

The Fluid Nature of Network

I often asked Josefa if there was anyone new in her network.5 “Oh, yes, Elena, she is a Dominican that works with me. . . . You met her, remember?” I remembered that I had given Elena a ride to Somerville, where she was staying with a friend. “That one is not gente ejemplar [exemplary people],” Josefa said jokingly, “but as soon as she gets her own apartment, Elena will be better off.” At that time, Elena was in the Dominican Republic visiting her three children, who live with relatives there. Josefa explained, “She is a widow. . . . She is Dominican but she is like me, you know, worried about her family.” Elena was a good friend because she and Josefa shared a lot of emotional content in their interchanges. “We have really good conversations, and I like it. . . . She is like San Nicolas [referring to Santa Claus], if I see her and mention that I like something she is wearing, the next day she has one for me.” Josefa feels that she could count on Elena if necessary, and Josefa has introduced her to the rest of her network. As she explained, “They are all taking her in.” Josefa also said about Elena, “If I am done with my floors at the hotel, I go help her finish, and she does the same for me. . . . Alberto likes her too.” “To this day,” she said proudly, “I have not had any friends that he hasn’t liked. He tells me that he doesn’t want gossiping and that type of revolú [hassle], but so far none of that.” Given how significant Elena had become, I asked Josefa if Elena was replacing another one of her friends. After thinking about it, Josefa said, “I am seeing less of Lorena because she works a lot. She complains . . . but I tell her, here I am.”

Josefa’s network shows how networks change as individuals do not reciprocate, when needs change, and when a network member introduces another tie that does not fit culturally in the network. On one occasion when I asked Josefa about negative ties, she mentioned a Colombian woman who had started to come around with her friend Carmela.

They would arrive at any time, they would be here all day, and evening. They did not want to do anything in particular or discuss something or contribute in any way. They would just sit and eat. They did not seem to realize that I had a house to run and had things to do. I was getting increasingly impatient with them, and they did not seem to be getting it. I wondered why Carmela had brought this woman to the house and why Carmela was just going along with her.

This situation eroded some of the trust between Carmela and Josefa. Josefa finally told the two women that she needed to pay attention to her home, and that they could not continue to visit that way. She said, “I wasted little time . . . once I saw the pattern developing; I put an end to it.” Josefa is able to identify patterns quickly, and if they do not satisfy a reciprocal exchange, she stops the relationship from developing. Carmela adapted and continues to be a friend, but the Colombian woman is no longer around. “I see her and say hi . . . that’s it.”

After some thought, Josefa said that her sister’s boyfriend, Aldo, is a negative tie: “He is controlling and dependent on women. . . . it used to make me cry because he was trying to come between Rosario and me [with a sigh of relief]. . . . He didn’t succeed . . . we are sisters. But, the relationship suffered. I consider him a parásito [parasite] and I am happy that Rosario is letting him go.” In this exchange, we get a glimpse into negative ties and the fluidity and multiplexity of relationships. Josefa’s network ties are shifting with time, and her network is a good example of multiplexity, which refers to “overlapping social networks where the same people are linked together across different roles” (Portes 1998, 16). Several of her friends are also family members and neighbors, and two are coworkers. According to Boissevain (1974, 31–33), this “overlapping of social networks” strengthens the intensity and capacity for mutual monitoring and manifests the strength of strong ties in the group. Through mutual monitoring, Josefa makes sure that her relationships continue to focus on the children and families. She also maintains, limits, and cuts relationships depending on the balance of reciprocity.

“He Takes Care of Character Building”

Most ethnographies of families that live in poverty concentrate on mothers; husbands and fathers seem to hover around but are seldom the subjects in the research.6 As a result, men who live in poverty appear to be absent from the lives of their families. But Josefa’s story is different. Aside from her self-propelling agency, Alberto is the most important factor that accounts for Josefa’s rich networks and quality of life. It is with Alberto’s help that Josefa maintains the stability and strength to be an anchor.

Josefa and Alberto have been together since Josefa was sixteen years old. She recalled, “Our families knew each other, and I think he liked me but he waited for me to grow up.” They have been together for twenty-one years—“ten years as boyfriend and girlfriend and eleven years married.” Josepha continued, “We have gone through the different stages, from young love to marriage, then children and here. We started to live together in 1990. He wanted to do things right. He wanted me to stay in New York for a bit with my uncle and then we got married. . . . My visa came through and I came . . . I came from Honduras to formalize the relationship.”

I explored the gender dynamics in Josefa and Alberto’s relationship. According to Josefa, Alberto helps with household chores. According to Josefa, “On Saturdays and Sundays he cooks and cares for the children when I work. . . . He is the one that shops for food. . . . I can’t get that done. He also does the laundry when I am not able to or I am too tired. He also washes all the dishes during the weekend. I do not have to remind him. He does this voluntarily. He understands that we both have to work and that we have to help each other.” Alberto also supports the family financially. “He pays for the rent, the food, car insurance, cellular phone. . . . I pay for the cable. He is the one that sends money to Honduras.” Alberto developed this arrangement because he wants Josefa “to keep her own money and be independent.”

Although Alberto now contributes substantially to child care, when Josefa started to work, they had to adjust. She explained, “At first, he didn’t like me working because before I was home and everything was done. Everything was clean and ready. When he came home, the food was ready. Now it is different. I am not always here to have everything ready. But, he likes for me to work because he likes for me to be independent . . . he wants me to earn my own money.” The transition to work for Josefa was difficult not only for Alberto but also for Josefa, who was used to receiving money for home- and child-related expenses. “At the beginning,” she told me, “it was hard for me to accept that he would stop giving me weekly money when I started working. I was used to getting that and did not understand why he stopped. . . . it was hard, but he knew better and he explained that I would have too much money on my hands and therefore I would spend it. He was right. But at first I didn’t like it. He is less of a spender than I am.”

Josefa and Alberto both make financial decisions, but she said, “He is much better figuring finances than I am.” Alberto takes care of the checking account, “but it is in both our names.” Although Josefa has a certificate in accounting, Alberto wants to hold on to the financial control within the couple. Josefa justifies and excuses her lack of control by attributing good accounting skills to Alberto. This arrangement allows Alberto to reinforce his breadwinner role and Josefa’s family care role. Nevertheless, Alberto plays an important role in the child-rearing process. Josefa explained, “I deal with all the school activities, et cetera. Alberto works away all day, so I do that. However, on weekends, he takes over. We understand each other really well in this area. If I bother [Alberto], it’s because I need for him to exert some control over the children. All that has to do with character building, it’s him.” Alberto has taken the children to school and doctor appointments and gone to open houses, but “it’s not frequent. It is only if I am short of time . . . you know there is a limit to the father-child relationship because I think that they prefer the mother always.”

This statement is a socially constructed component of gender. It satisfies the patriarchal gender role differentiation that allows men more freedom from the multitude of tasks that mothers accomplish necessarily. When men help, they are immediately raised to the status of good or exceptional fathers. The narrative of the working mother who achieves independence is also a social construction that provides a veneer for a limited taste of independence while mothers continue to do the bulk of child-rearing and household work. Nevertheless, it is important to credit Alberto with partly stepping up to the task because Josefa has to work. In this way, Josefa and Alberto’s relationship is more egalitarian than that of her parents.

Alberto takes Albertito to fútbol (soccer). As Josefa told me, “He is addicted to fútbol . . . and he takes the girls to the movies.” While Josefa works on weekends, Alberto takes the kids to the home of their fictive grandparents, the Gonzalezes who cook big family meals. This replicates the common practice in Honduras of spending Sundays with grandparents, while maintaining the gender role differentiation around cooking. As diagram 4 shows, the Gonzalezes are connected only to the nuclear family and not the network of family and friends.

Josefa and Alberto’s joint child management strategies seem to work with the children. When Josefa says that Alberto is in charge of the children’s character development, she implies that he disciplines them. Alberto’s authority is reinforced by the fact that he is involved in the children’s lives. Alberto and Josefa pay attention to what their children say and feel; and in turn, the children demonstrate respect toward their parents.

In February 2002, I arrived for a six-month follow-up visit with Josefa. One by one, the children came in and hugged me. We sat in the kitchen while Josefa cooked, and I started catching up with all the children. Katrina was now ten, Yolanda was seven, and Albertito was five. Katrina was repeating the third grade. Consequently, Josefa and Alberto did not allow her to go to Honduras with Alberto and the rest of the children. Instead, Katrina was attending summer school. Josefa told me, “She didn’t do well enough, and we agreed that it would be better for her to repeat.” Katrina’s experience demonstrates that other variables beyond family support are at play in the educational attainment of children.

Yolanda brought me several drawings she had made; one of them spelled out “My whole family makes me laugh.” It was a family of five seated around a table, laughing. Then Josefa told me that Alberto had stopped smoking. She went on to explain: “I went to the parents’ day at Yolanda’s class, and I started to read stuff on the wall . . . all those pieces of work . . . and I saw one by Yolanda that said, ‘Please help me to make my family stop smoking.’ I came home, I told Alberto what I had seen, and since that day, he does not smoke. It has been over two months.”

Another drawing that Yolanda brought me said, “My mother is my hero”; still another one said, “I am glad that whenever I am in danger, my mother is there to help me.” Josefa laughed, delighted. “All those drawings come from Yolanda’s after-school program.” These stories point to a contradiction, in that Alberto and Josefa’s structure and rules show mixed results. On the one hand, the children demonstrate the security that they attribute to their mother. Alberto, who quit smoking in response to his daughter’s public request, demonstrates being responsive and building trust in the process. On the other hand, Katrina did not do well in the third grade. Josefa and Alberto chose to punish her by not taking her with the rest of the family to Honduras and forcing her to take summer school classes. These actions emphasize the value of education and the need to adhere to rules or suffer the consequences. But the fact that Katrina did badly in school puts into question the effectiveness of Josefa’s and Alberto’s strategies. It may also be that the public school system in Boston is not as responsive as Josefa and Alberto expected.

Although Alberto exemplifies the role of a family-focused supportive husband, he is not the only significant other who is instrumental in the survival of the women and children I followed. Camila, Paula, and María in South Boston, and Jenny (another woman in the sample) in East Boston, benefit from long-term boyfriends, partners, and husbands who provide emotional and financial support (Birch 1998). This kind of support is important in mediating stress that can otherwise be debilitating (Kim and McKenry 1998). While Josefa benefited from having a husband who participated in running the household and child rearing, she also engaged others whom she evaluated carefully as she negotiated her networks of support from family and friends.

María and José

As with Alberto and Josefa, María’s husband, José, is also a significant support who facilitates María’s capacity to negotiate her network. María is a first-generation Puerto Rican mother of three who differs from Josefa in that she is free to develop relationships beyond needs related to child rearing and her community. María is a community activist, and through her activities she builds her social position and improves that of others by developing networks of support and leverage. María became the first Latin American elected to the board of directors of the tenant task force. Her election was significant given the racist history of the development and the fact that the majority of the population there was Latin American. Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001, 2003), Menjívar (2000), Chavira (1988), Kibria (1993), and others have shown that immigrant women are adept at locating and utilizing financial and social services available in the new society and in using social networking skills for community building.

María’s ability to be involved in her neighborhood was largely due to the support she received from her husband. As she explained, “My husband says that I should answer the phone with oficina Rodríguez [Rodríguez’s office]. He thinks that I am like a social worker here.” José is a supportive husband who could take over and care for the children when María had to work, as well as fix up the apartment to look nicer than most in public housing. She said proudly, “If something does not work, I do not call maintenance. I have my own maintenance man right here.” As immigrants, the families I followed did not share the same contextual triggers invoked by public housing as their Irish American neighbors or Americans in general, who see public housing as undesirable and not their responsibility in upkeep even when they pass a lifetime there. Instead, the study participants made the best of their stay in public housing as a resource available in their trajectory of getting ahead and improving their situation.

Alberto and José supported their wives’ social relationships because they understood the need for these support networks. As José mentioned, “Relationships and all that is really her job . . . she is good at it. I am not.” In other words, José sees the development and maintenance of support networks as women’s work (McBride 1990). In fact, the men saw that the wives’ actions benefited their families without threatening the men’s authority as they maintained their role as providers and breadwinners through their employed status. In societies where men have close relationships with children and women exercise some control over property, men seldom need to reaffirm their manliness “through boastful demonstrations of strength, aggressiveness, and sexual potency” (Coltrane 1992, 102). In addition, Ingoldsby and Smith (1995) state that when men have a positive self-image through employment and gratification from parental investment, and women reinforce this self-image, familism triumphs over machismo, which occurs when men feel inferior and when women reinforce men’s sense of superiority. Familism really depends on employment being available to men, which allows them a sense of gratification and value as providers. It also depends on the degree of internalized oppression manifested in the women’s frames, justifying their own inferiority.7 Alberto, José, and most of the significant others in the study had stable jobs, and their wives reinforced their parental involvement. Their jobs and supports allowed them to be caballeros rather than machistas.

José’s and Alberto’s support of their wives, which allows their wives to be available to others in support-based networks, is contrary to Stack’s (1997) research on low-income African American families. Stack found that when women could count on their husbands, they opted out of exchange networks with other women. It is possible that having a husband meets the needs of the mother and family, so that the women do not require exchange networks with other mothers. Withdrawing from exchange networks also aids in reinforcing the marital unit and demonstrating the privileged status of not needing others, which is built upon a contrast with single mothers who need to maintain exchange networks with other single mothers. Josefa, María, and others demonstrate the opposite principle, that having supportive husbands allows them to have the time and energy to be helpful to other women, their families, and their communities. In fact, both María and Josefa were conscious of their privilege over the other women who had been abandoned by their husbands and felt the need to support them.

The difference in these two characteristics related to married women’s participation in exchange networks while living in poverty could be due to cultural and structural reasons. The incorporation of American values like independence and individualism over several generations could make African Americans very different from immigrants who come from societies with cultures that celebrate interdependence (dependence on each other) and collectivism (stressing interdependence and the significance of the collective) (Frey and Wood 1998). These characteristics may make Latin American immigrants more likely to help others, particularly when they consider friends as family the way that Josefa does. In fact, in cross-cultural research on the likelihood of helping strangers, members of Latin American cultures have been found to be likely to offer assistance to others who are not family (Levine, Norenzayan, and Philbrick 2001). In addition, the extension of help to non-kin takes place among mothers, speaking to the high value that Latin Americans place on “motherhood,” which is consistent with the Mariolatry (worship and adoration of the Virgin Mary) that prevails in many Latin American cultures due to Catholicism (Arredondo, Bordes, and Paniagua 2007; Bourdeau, Thomas, and Long 2008; Delgado 2006; Giordano, Thumme, and Sierra 2009; Mealy, Stephan, and Abalakina-Paap 2006).

On the other hand, structural factors have impacted African American culture in substantial ways, and it is possible that married African American women avoid publicizing needs that could call into question their husbands’ capacity as provider. It is possible that the African American married mothers in Stack’s (1997) study had to guard the privilege they held over single mothers in their disadvantaged neighborhood. In my study sample, I saw that this same type of privilege motivated married women to help less fortunate single mothers in their own disadvantaged neighborhood.8 Once again, we return to the significance of employment opportunities for low-income minority and immigrant men that satisfy their needs as breadwinners and the influence this exerts on the well-being of women, families, and communities. The differences that I found between the women in my study and the African American women in Stack’s study provide a window into how immigrant dynamics may differ from dynamics that have been shaped by generations of exclusion and discrimination.

Beyond the structure/culture binary framework lies individual agency, the foundation of the Social Flow framework. As I argue in this book, immigrants like Josefa are striving SPAs. This agency gives them the energy and motivation to go beyond their nuclear family to establish networks of support and leverage that socially position them to get ahead. Meanwhile, as Wilson (1987, 1996, 2006) has proposed, generations of discrimination and exclusion have slowly drained the self-efficacy of many African Americans living in high-poverty neighborhoods; it is possible that many participants in Stack’s study had limited senses of personal agency and were not able to go beyond exercising the tasks related to meeting the needs of their children and husbands. It is also possible that Stack’s model was based on Euro-American family formation as the unmarked and unchallenged universal standard, by which “others” must be compared, measured, evaluated, and ranked, and as a result, missed alternative network dynamics.

“Get Out of That Dead-End Job”

On one afternoon visit, I enter Josefa’s apartment and see a computer in the corner. Josefa acts as if nothing is new and begins our conversation as usual. After some time I ask, “So, are you going to tell me about the computer?” Josefa starts to laugh.

My cousin’s wife, Lisa, called me to tell me about this . . . they were selling these computers somewhere in Dudley. I know that these were donated from corporations and I bought one for $300 with a printer. It had Windows 95 and Microsoft Office plus a number of other programs. Do you want to know how I did this? You just love to find out how I do things. I took my cousin with me. Samuel knows about computers, so he gave me the okay and I bought it. I want you to look at it and tell me if it was a good deal or not. I know that it is not the latest, but I think that it will help the kids get into it.

I give her some information on how computers work while Josefa continues to laugh about my capacity to stick to the task of finding out how she gets and does things. Armed with an education, Josefa takes pride in demonstrating how clever and astute she is in her negotiations with others, who in this case are leveraging ties that opened up an opportunity for the family, more specifically the children. As the preceding field note illustrates, Josefa prepares, researches, and obtains valuable resources for her family, both material and emotional, most often at bargain prices. Josefa talked about the need to buy a computer for several weeks. She asked for information, wanting to know if it would be an asset for her children. She told me, “Katrina comes home with homework to be done on the computer all the time. She can go to the [public] library around the corner, but sometimes there are too many children there and if those kids from AmeriCorps . . . you know . . . those kids with the red jackets, if they are not there, then I don’t want my kids there.”

Josefa does not trust the environment in the library when youth workers are not present. AmeriCorps and youth workers offer mothers safety, order, and structure in playgrounds and libraries within the public housing developments and immediate surroundings.9 But their presence is not guaranteed because they are often among the first to be eliminated during budget cuts. The uncertainty of security at the library is partly behind Josefa’s decision to buy a computer because preparing her children to succeed with technology is one focus among the many that Josefa manifests as aspirations for social mobility.

Just as Josefa’s tie to Lisa offered leverage in the form of access to the computer, her tie to a coworker offered leverage in the form of a better job. In Boston, Latin Americans are often employed in institutional janitorial services. Such jobs do not offer opportunities for advancement, and workers are easily replaceable by other Latin Americans who come to the job through ethnic-based networks. Limited English skills matter, since the ethnic janitorial niche maintains its supply of workers by hiring people who cannot get better jobs due to their inability to speak English. On the other hand, as Josefa found out, some of the lowest-paid janitors could offer connections to better jobs. Josefa had limited English language skills, and she was working in a modest hotel without benefits when she found out about a job through a weak tie—a coworker.10 She explained:

There was this Bosnian man, Drago, he tells me that I am young and can speak better English and that I should get out of that dead end job and go to the [upscale hotel] where they are hiring. This job is giving me many opportunities; I have to speak English. I also get to meet so many people. . . . There are so many things to do around there so there I am, desenvolviéndome [negotiating my environment].

Drago, who is not connected to anyone else in the network, became a bridge for Josefa. For the first time, she had access to private health insurance, paid vacation, overtime pay, and regular wage increases. Through a job-based credit union, Josefa was able to establish a line of credit and her own bank account and credit cards. These benefits were available because Josefa’s workplace was unionized. Josefa’s new job also helped her improve her English language skills and exposed her to a more diverse group of people. As we will see later, Josefa’s access to a union job with benefits became a potential threat to the power dynamics embedded in her marriage.

Transnational Ties

While the focus of my research was not on transnational dynamics, studying immigrants brings transnational dynamics to the forefront. As an ethnographic study, this work fits in the empirical transnationalism intellectual foundation, described by Khagram and Levitt (2008, 2) as focusing on “describing, mapping, classifying, and quantifying novel and/or potentially important transnational phenomena.” Given the dearth of research on the transnational dynamics of immigrants living in public housing, these findings are significant and worthy of follow-up research. My study uncovered three reasons behind transnational activities among the sample of mothers who were positioned for social mobility through mostly social support: (1) bringing family to the United States for care and to complete missing family history, (2) reinforcing the children’s immigrant identity, and (3) as a mechanism for acquiring home ownership and social mobility.

It was April, and Josefa was at home alone. Her father, José Luis, was visiting from Honduras, and Rosario had taken him to a doctor’s appointment. Josefa was cooking and asked me to come into the kitchen. In the middle of the interview, Rosario and José Luis came home; soon after, the children arrived. One after the other they served themselves and ate the food that Josefa had prepared. She made me a plate: rice, pork, plantains, and salad, telling me, “I know that you are out here and you are not eating right.” As usual, this was a busy but organized home with a caring collective environment. Because José Luis was visiting, Josefa was obtaining missing family information and connecting dots that were missing in the family history. She commented, “Well, I think that having immigrated results in fragmented communication because it is done in spurts and not continually . . . in this sense it is more organized, yet it is in spurts.”

Because of his age and medical condition, José Luis’s visit was likely to be the last one, and for Josefa it was imperative that he tell her things so that she could have a complete history for the next generation. As she recalled, “It wasn’t until I am all grown with children that my father tells me after all these years that when my father brought my mother back from the capital it was in order for her to die.” Josefa was in her early twenties at that time and knew that her mother was absent because she was ill, but she did not how grave the situation was. Josefa was able to understand better why her mother had been absent so much while she was growing up. While this piece of information was very significant, it also saddened Josefa, making her nostalgic and worried because her father was old and had medical issues.

These important life transitions, particularly births and deaths, are the most difficult for immigrant families to process because of distance, reliance on sporadic information exchanged through family members, and the costs of travel (Suárez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 2005). Many immigrants are not able to return home when a loved one dies, resulting in long-term emotional consequences (Suárez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 2005; Van Doorn 2002). In Josefa’s case, transnational dynamics allowed the cost of travel to be shared by the family network. As a type of transnational dynamic, this process allows for a settling of family accounts, resolution of lapses in memory, and the ability to begin to say good-bye to the aging patriarch in the family. This arrangement, made by the family as a unit, also eased the individual sense of responsibility that often causes distress for immigrant women in their caregiving roles. When family members require care, women cannot easily escape gendered expectations. As a result, many return to their home countries, often to their own emotional and financial detriment. This becomes “another way in which men, the economy, and the state extract labor from women without a fair return” (Di Leonardo 1987, 451) and gives evidence to the limits of gender equality as gained through immigration (Alicea 1997; Aranda 2003).

As Josefa negotiates her social networks to help in the rearing of her children, she also fights to maintain the children’s cultural and immigrant identity. Josefa is afraid that her children will assimilate into the inefficient populations, void of self-propelling agents, that she encounters at Mary Ellen McCormack and in Boston public schools. She believes that by keeping her children involved with and surrounded by people who are culturally similar to her and Alberto, the children will maintain an immigrant identity and improve their likelihood of staying on course toward positive outcomes. This belief is common among immigrant communities, particularly those with African phenotype, who are highly identifiable (Aguirre and Turner 2003). Waters (2001) found, for example, that by maintaining an immigrant identity, West Indians could protect themselves from being lumped together with African Americans—something they see as narrowing their opportunities. Assimilating into marginalized minority communities, like African American communities, could result in downward-segmented assimilation, whereas keeping an immigrant identity can improve the possibilities of selective acculturation (choosing from the two cultures) or upward assimilation (Portes and Zhou 1993).

During a visit shortly after Thanksgiving in 2002, Josefa and I got into a conversation about family traditions and rituals that help socialize the children along ethnic, national, and cultural lines. Josefa and her family participated in a number of family traditions, which included many of the families in the network. These families have embraced the Thanksgiving holiday, altering the recipes and preparation according to practices retained from their native cultures. The twist that the Guerras have on it is to marinate the turkey. As Josefa puts it: “This is a way to influence the developmental pathways of our children the amicable way. It is soft and subtle . . . slowly but persistently . . . so far all the children call themselves Honduran. We don’t know what will happen later. . . . let’s hope it remains this way.”

Rosario, who was present, agreed. As first-generation immigrants, the Guerras embarked on an ongoing struggle to socialize their children according to Honduran culture. They maintained a strong grip on their children, structuring activities and involving as many family members and friends as possible in transferring their culture to their children. Josefa and Rosario equate national identification with alliances, so that as long as the children call themselves Hondurans, they are allied to an immigrant identity and not an African American identity. But once ethnic markers like language are gone, the external pressures on their identity become harder to resist.

The Guerras’ close family-friends network was the best effort they made to steer their children developmentally away from assimilation into negative peer groups. The effort was particularly significant for the Guerras because they are Afro-Latinos and easily identifiable for discrimination against African Americans. The American centrality of race and its utilization for exclusionary purposes is pivotal here, but social networks, social capital, and immigrant economic niches all play roles in mediating this process (Portes and Zhou 1993). Josefa’s family provides a reciprocal and substantial social network that entails social capital and mutual obligations, and Josefa has moved beyond her family to extend her network to several close friends. In this sense, this family is equipped to deal with the challenges that their children will face given their residential circumstances among poor and socially excluded populations. The effectiveness of their strategies will be heavily tested once the children reach adolescence.

One way in which families like the Guerras try to maintain immigrant identities and preserve the self-propelling agency in their children is by sending them back to their home countries to be with family and be immersed in the culture. Like Josefa, several of the women in the study maintained transnational ties to give their children an opportunity to be away in the summer months, to escape the potential problems with high-risk youth in public housing developments, and to nurture their immigrant identity (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008). Josefa engages her transnational ties in an effort to increase the amount of time that her children spend in Honduras. She hopes that yearly summer trips will help her children maintain their immigrant identity. These transnational activities are made possible because of family members’ status as legal residents in the United States. Unlike Josefa and her family, many immigrants who are undocumented are unable to return to their countries of origin even when they hear bad news about the health of their family members.

Psychological, public health, and sociological literature finds that immigrant and ethnic identifications act as protective factors against negative and high-risk behaviors (Berry 1997; Gil, Wagner, and Vega 2000; Rumbaut 1994; Waters 1996). For the protective factors to function effectively, parents must be able to negotiate adequately the changing culture in the midst of generational change. For this reason, as children reach adolescence, parents struggle to keep their children from bridging with members of inefficient populations or those that are void of SPAs and social modeling.

I am 100 percent Honduran. The kids say that they are Honduran too, but I don’t know that they know what they are saying. The language, it is worthwhile for them to be bilingual. I also think that family is important. People here are not family oriented. I think it is really important . . . humility. I want them to learn that being happy is not about having things. That is why I want them to visit Honduras. . . . Good food, music, and dance.

To help the children maintain their Honduran culture, Josefa took them home almost every summer, even though it was costly. Josefa watched what she spent and lived frugally so that she could make these trips home with the children, because she hoped that by maintaining their Honduran immigrant identity status, her children would maintain their self-propelling agency.

“We Want to Live with Some Tranquillity”: Home Ownership and Social Mobility

As first-generation immigrants, Josefa and María are heavily invested in developing ties of support and strategies that could improve the opportunities for their children and make it possible for them to succeed. María often brought up the immigrant narrative of struggle, saying, “We struggled to come here so that our kids would have more opportunities.” Josefa would always finish with “and for us to buy a home in Honduras so that we can go back.” With this objective in mind, María, Martina, Josefa, their husbands, and others were actively using transnational ties to locate a plot of land and build a home to which they could return. As dual earners, capping their housing cost at 30 percent of their incomes, and living frugally, María’s, Martina’s, and Josefa’s families could put enough money aside to send to their home countries to build homes. Martina, a thirty-six-year-old first-generation Dominican mother of three, explains how she is able to save: “You see this here; it looks a little bare you know? I spend as little as possible on furniture. We have what we need and that is it because I am saving for their future. That is so much more important than having the latest televisions and other things. . . . I do not see the need for any of that.”

As María explained: “We kept asking my cousin to find a piece of land. . . . We wanted to make the best of being here, but then we were able to buy a house with a piece of land in Puerto Rico for $14,000 and we did. Now we have an option, and this makes our life so much easier. All our extra income goes to that house.”

Josefa also spoke often about going back to Honduras but wanting to keep her options open: “Alberto worries that when he is ready to go back to Honduras I won’t be. He thinks that I will say that the children are still too young. He is scared about this. However, I will go. I will not let go of my resident status and will have to come back once a year. What if things do not work out there . . . and we have to return. But . . . I will go with him.”

When I asked why Alberto wants so much to leave, she responded:

Well, look at you now, it’s late and here you are, not because you want to but because you have a responsibility. We have to work too hard in this country. We came here looking for a dream, but we have done what we needed to do. We have a little home that my cousin Andres was able to help us acquire [in Honduras], and we have enough put away to take a child to the doctor if we have to. We want to live with some tranquillity.

Research has found that immigrant women tend to want to stay in the United States when their husbands want to return to their native countries (Jones-Correa 1998) and shows consistently that gains in gender equity are central to immigrant women’s desire to remain in the United States and protect their gains (Chavez 1991; George 1998; Goldring 1992; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994). Men, on the other hand, are likely to want to return to reclaim some of the privileges they have lost through migration, such as not having to care for children, cook, or clean. Women will spend money on large items like refrigerators as a way to establish roots and avoid going back (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2003). But as we have seen, Martina, María, and Josefa have lived thriftily to afford a home in their country of origin, thus increasing the likelihood that they will return.

In her research with middle-class Puerto Ricans, Aranda (2003) provides a more nuanced understanding of the reasons immigrant women may idealize gender relations in the United States and not want to return to their native countries. Studying the perceptions of migration and return to the island, she finds that migration precludes women from fulfilling their gender roles as they are culturally prescribed. While in Puerto Rico, the women are expected to take care of family members, and they can escape this expectation to a certain degree while they are far away. But the escape places migration in direct opposition to their gender roles as caregivers and gives women an idealized image of gender relations in the United States. Many of the women in Aranda’s study saw no other option than an eventual return to Puerto Rico when their family members became ill or elderly. For men, migration enhanced their gender roles, since they can provide economically instead of having to be personally present to provide care. This gender difference leaves women open to psychological problems that result from colliding values, which men do not have to experience.

Alicea (1997) goes a bit further than Aranda by suggesting that the home/host binary framework does not challenge the “underlying economic and political systems that maintain women in subordinate positions and tend to oversimplify women’s experiences in host societies” (601). As Josefa and María demonstrate, the opportunity structure for immigrant women still places them in devalued professions such as child care workers and chambermaids. María, for example, had an associate degree in early childhood education and worked as a special education teacher with Head Start. But Head Start workers do not always receive benefits. Josefa had an associate degree in accounting from a university in Honduras but worked as a chambermaid in an expensive hotel chain. These occupations are part of the labor market that is devalued and considered appropriate for women, but because these are unionized positions, they provide benefits and modest wages. In fact, the majority of the women in the study had access to relatively good jobs with benefits and potential for advancement, and this, in conjunction with the women’s opportunity structures, enhanced the women’s self-propelling agency.

“I Make More Money Than Alberto”

With a mischievous look, Josefa said, “I am now earning more than Alberto.” When I asked if that was a problem, she responded, “I don’t know. . . . I will figure it out.” Since Josefa took a job that included higher wages, the job increased the chance that Alberto and Josefa would have gender-based conflict. Josefa felt the need to reduce her hours to avoid making more than Alberto did. She felt that she needed to protect the sense of dignity and security that Alberto maintained as primary wage earner, provider, and man of the house. This power-based gender dynamic is difficult to negotiate and often causes conflict and violence (Hossfeld 1990; Sitaker 2008). To Josefa, it was best to maintain the integrity of the family even though the cost was very high and inconsistent with their intended goals of getting ahead.

Josefa has a culturally derived frame that was hampering her goal of getting ahead, effectively limiting the amount of money that Josefa and Alberto can make as a couple for their family and for their social mobility (Bielby and Bielby 1992). This situation demonstrates how structure, in the form of labor opportunities, affects gender role negotiations (Menjívar 1999) and limits the economic viability of immigrant families. It also shows how women uphold patriarchal rules, believing they do not have other options.

Massey, Fischer, and Capoferro (2006) have demonstrated that patriarchy varies among immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean, with Mexico scoring the highest and the Dominican Republic scoring the lowest. Although these findings demonstrate nuances in privileged gender dynamics among immigrant groups, many Latin American families function within a patriarchal hierarchy that moves authority from father to son. Immigration can disrupt this process. Often, women challenge this system once they have exposure to American culture and begin to feel that they can have more freedom in the United States. For this reason, the woman’s exposure to different culturally set gender roles sometimes causes friction within the marital couple (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Menjívar 1999).

Josefa explains that in Honduras, her “father made the decisions and basically ‘marginalized’ her mother.” Josefa states that immigration has altered the gender roles in her marriage but insists that she has maintained a traditional family structure. Josefa sees herself as different from her mother and feels much more empowered to play an important role in her marriage and family.

The empowerment that Josefa feels could be due to immigration, which allows women to overcome patriarchal constraints in some families (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992). Her sense of empowerment is also a result of Alberto’s flexibility in gender roles that is also partially due to the job security that allowed him to maintain the role of breadwinner. Research has shown that when men cannot fulfill the breadwinner role, conflict arises that sometimes involves domestic violence (Anderson 1997), as men resort to physical power and fear to maintain their patriarchal privilege.

For Josefa, those women whose husbands had abandoned them most clearly reminded her of the importance of having support from her husband. This support was crucial in maintaining a harmonious family household that could survive a renegotiation of gender through immigration (Menjívar 1999). Much of this phenomenon, as it unfolded for the women in the study, is consistent with the literature on this issue, except that the literature focuses on situations in which men’s inability to find employment causes conflict (Kibria 1990; Menjívar 2000). In those instances, men revert to insecurity that is compensated for by displaying a machismo attitude and related behaviors. In the families in this study, I found that the men were working but had low-paying jobs in the manufacturing industry. Alberto did not see a raise in his hourly wage in the three years that I followed the family. By contrast, the women worked in unionized service and tourism positions that provided raises and benefits.11

Negotiating Changing Culture

Having her father around when he visited from Honduras helped Josefa remember her childhood by pointing out the important lessons she learned. She explained, “We were twelve kids, and that man [her father] did not ever send us to work. He wanted us to be educated. He accepted things the way they were [with a wife who was ill], and we were taught to do with what we had. If there are only plantains to eat, then there are only plantains to eat.” I reviewed what she had said, asking if maybe she and her siblings were more likely to “conform” than are children today, but she quickly corrected me: “I wouldn’t call it conforming. It is accepting and having the discretion to know how to accept what one can’t change. Que va hacer usted diciéndole a los cuatro vientos sus problemas si solo hay un plátano que comer [What good does it do to tell your problems to the four winds when there is only one banana to eat?].”

As immigrants living in a concentrated area of poverty,12 Josefa and the women she exemplified were presented with a variety of challenges. In Josefa’s case, her challenges included the fact that her family was Afro-Latino and had to deal with the intractable issue of race in this country and, more specifically, in a discriminatory and historically defended neighborhood. These challenges affect many immigrant families, and my research uncovered how the Guerras tried to negotiate the changes in culture and generation of immigration. Josefa told me, “While I was growing up, things that belonged with the elder children like going out, friends, pregnancies were all dealt with privately so that us, the younger ones, didn’t have to know . . . we did not ask questions. . . . We were not educated that way. . . . We were taught to respect adults’ decisions. I tell Alberto all the time that children here grow up questioning what adults say all the time.” Here, Josefa makes a cultural and generational comparison. Her daughter Yolanda was standing on a stool, and Josefa told her to get down before she “lost a tooth.” Yolanda replied, “But, mom, I am the one that is going to have to live without that tooth.” Josefa commented:

Here she is following this celebration of the individual, beyond the collective good. Who is going to have to take her to the doctor, pay for her teeth, and soothe her pain? Or, do you think that we’re all born like that, because I don’t understand where she picked that up. Maybe it is in all of us, but families and culture drive that under [repress] for us. . . . I was not like that growing up. I had respect. . . . my father was my teacher, and what he taught us was culture, and in my culture we did not question what parents and teachers said. You see, Silvia, when you tell kids to do something they don’t want to do and they say things like ‘OK, so are you happy now?’ That is a lack of respect, plain and simple. It is like saying ‘Now that I have done what you wanted, shut up.’ It becomes the norm, and kids hear it and repeat it. I don’t like that at all.

As this comment demonstrates, Josefa is bothered by the individualistic and independent values demonstrated by her daughter, which she sees as influences from the United States. Josefa values interdependence and respect; she consistently tries to improve her family management strategies by considering both cultural and generational changes. She processes what happens in her family so that she can be better prepared to deal with the reality of her children’s lives in the context of a new culture and life in a concentrated area of poverty.

Support-Based Social Positioning

This chapter has described support-based social positioning and discussed different sources of social support, including family, friends, significant others, and transnational ties. Josefa demonstrated her expertise in the negotiation of networks for family management strategies, discipline, and the maintenance of immigrant identity. We get a glimpse into the fluidity of networks as Josefa let people in and out of her network.

Josefa’s type of social positioning is largely gendered. Although Josefa counted her cousin Samuel as a vital member of her children’s strategic management, the rest of the network members are primarily first-generation immigrant mothers. All these women are involved with other women like themselves in an effort to support each other emotionally and instrumentally. Besides Albertito, whose parenting Samuel supports, the other male children are likely to have only women involved in their parenting.

Those women who have supportive husbands who participate in the rearing of children and household maintenance are able to provide the best situation for their families and children. Their husbands afford them the capacity to be involved in women-centered exchange networks, which benefit not only each mother and her family but also the entire community. Alberto stands out as a very involved father, but his involvement with the children was not unique in the study. María’s and Martina’s husbands were also very involved with their households and children. Nevertheless, I show in a later chapter how the violent behavior of fathers at home has, in part, limited the opportunity structure of three generations of traumatized partners and offspring.

Josefa offers an excellent example of how an Afro-Latina immigrant negotiates a context of high poverty in public housing to be socially positioned by a network rich with social support. She also has access to leverage ties that can open up opportunities and was socially positioned through an extensive domestic and transnational support network, thanks to the self-propelling agency with which she was endowed as a first-generation immigrant.

Josefa’s immigrant identity guards against “Americanization,” which Josefa considers an undesirable cultural attribute. People who are too “Americanized” have no place in Josefa’s network, and she makes a clear distinction between herself and her culture and that which she sees as negative. Americanization to Josefa means loss of the culture and norms that kept her generation on a positive trajectory. This trajectory is difficult to maintain for children who are growing up in the United States without the help and support of good educational institutions.

Josefa and the rest of the immigrant women in the study understand their interdependence on others not only as culturally inherent but also as necessary in the process of settlement. Because interdependence is culturally consistent, the women have no problems accessing others to work with them in meeting the daily needs and enriching the lives and child-rearing practices of those involved. As immigrants, they do not have to pretend to be self-reliant and independent while counting on others for child care as do the Americans in Hansen’s 2005 book. As immigrants, they know they need others, thereby facilitating network development.

This study shows that in contexts of concentrated areas of poverty, immigrants have extensive levels of social relations. Josefa exemplifies how an SPA incorporates other SPAs into her network. The level of richness in these households is a virtue of their immigrant culture, their agency, and the efficiency in promoting social mobility of the immigrant population in which they are immersed. The network is large, and although people move in and out of it, the level of exchanges is maintained through reciprocity that is guarded and monitored but never leads to the fragmentation and dissolution evident in Menjívar’s (2000) study. The economic context permitted the exchanges in Josefa’s network to remain free of high stress because the women who were socially positioned for social mobility through social support were getting ahead in education and employment, providing their children with necessary opportunities for development, and buying homes through transnational ties. These women thus transfer their motivation to get ahead to their children and structure the types of support necessary to assure the best outcome for them. Josefa demonstrates how social positioning through support ties is possible and how it crosses borders through transnational ties. Having a rich network of social support provides immigrants like Josefa with the chance to put energy and self-propelling agency into a rich social life and work toward social mobility. Having a responsible breadwinning husband, access to jobs with benefits, and the opportunity to live in low-cost subsidized housing are all structural factors that make it possible for all to work well for Josefa.

In short, this chapter has so far demonstrated that self-propelling agency and social positioning through networks of support and leverage provide a sufficient condition for social mobility for the first generation. As we will see with Elvira, the second generation requires an intervention in the form of adequate education to produce sufficient conditions for mobility.

Social Support and Family Life II: The Second Generation

During one of my visits with Josefa in May 2000, someone knocked on the door, and Josefa answered. “Is Elvira there?” asked a young European American girl. “Elvira is my niece. . . . She is staying with me for a while . . . she is helping me in the evenings,” Josefa said. It was surprising that Elvira already had friends in the neighborhood. At the time, Josefa was worried because Elvira was late coming home, and she was supposed to go to an interview for a summer job. About half an hour later, the door opened, and Elvira came in with an African American girlfriend. After the greetings, Josefa said, “Excuse me, Silvia,” and asked Elvira why she was late. Elvira was tall, dark, and slim. She gave Josefa excuses and invoked her mother’s permission. Without wasting any time, Josefa said, “Pass me the phone,” and she called her sister. “Well, I am seeing that I am giving her one order and you another, I can’t be bothered with this, it is my regulation or yours, we have to be together with this.” Once she hung up, she said, “The worst thing one can do is give kids mixed messages. I am very sensitive about this. I have little room for problems.” As she started to calm down, she told Elvira to eat lunch and get ready to leave. Meanwhile, Elvira’s friend stayed in the living room and looked around. Josefa told Elvira to get her friend some food as well.

This section describes the Guerras’ struggle to steer Elvira toward positive trajectories. They decided that Elvira should live with the Guerras because, as a team, Josefa and Alberto could better control her.

Josefa dislikes not knowing how Elvira spends her time and is not happy about her friends, telling me, “I don’t know who they are; I don’t know who their parents are. . . . I don’t know anything about them.” The family planned for Elvira to stay with Josefa for a couple of months, but “if she gets rebellious, she’s staying longer.” Josefa asked Elvira about the young “white” girl who stopped by earlier. Elvira said that the girl lives downstairs and is a classmate at school. Josefa mentioned that she has not met her downstairs neighbor yet and said, “We have to work in conjunction, we can’t be giving her mixed messages. Kids go where it is easier for them . . . the other day, that same girl who is here, wanted to bring her to the mall. I said forget it.”

Josefa reacted with similar suspicion to Elvira’s black and white friends whose families are unknown to her. This reaction is consistent with much of the literature on first-generation immigrants and the outcomes for their second-generation children. Immigration scholars observe that the new immigrants and their children who are now coming of age are very different from the earlier waves of immigrants. While the earlier waves of immigrants were European, the more recent waves are Latinos, Africans, and Asians; the latter populations possess characteristics that make them easily identifiable and subject them to discrimination (Aguirre and Turner 2003). In addition, earlier waves of immigrants had access to jobs based in industrialization like manufacturing that required little education but provided a middle-class standing. The turn from a manufacturing to a service economy has resulted in an overreliance on low-wage jobs with no benefits that dominate the contexts of reception for new immigrants.

Many Latino, African, and Asian immigrants have settled in impoverished areas in close proximity to African Americans, and the concern is that these new immigrants will identify with marginalized minorities (Portes and Zhou 1993) from inefficient communities, explained in the first chapter as communities or populations that have no social models of social mobility and cannot sustain social positioning. Immigration scholars see three alternative paths for second-generation immigrants in these communities (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 2006). One path replicates the time-honored growing acculturation and integration into the majority white middle class; a second leads to downward assimilation via identification with marginalized minorities; and the third links social and economic mobility to preservation of the immigrant community’s solidarity and a selective acculturation, where immigrants pick and choose and become bicultural (Portes 1995).

The term marginalized minorities is code for poor and socially excluded African Americans who, because of segregation and a long history of government policies designed to benefit whites, often at the expense of blacks, reside in low-income neighborhoods all over this country. Boston is unique in that Mary Ellen McCormack is also home to low-income Irish Americans who are not normally included in debates about urban poverty (McDermott and Samson 2005). Yet, as third- and fourth-generation Irish immigrants in public housing, they are marginalized, and identifying with them could result in the derailment of second-generation immigrants like Elvira. Only in a few cases did Irish immigrants from the same development appear in the networks of the Latin American women I followed. This distance played a protective factor by keeping the Latinas away from heroin, which was widely used among the Irish in the development.

Josefa works hard to prevent Elvira’s derailment because, as an SPA, Josefa is positioning herself and her children for social mobility through networks of support and leverage. She maintains the family’s access to other SPAs, manifesting the efficiency of the immigrant population. Josefa understands that peer relationships with members from inefficient populations, whether black or white, threaten her family’s social mobility because inefficient communities lack SPAs and cannot establish support- or leverage-providing networks. This lack of social positioning would hamper the family’s chances of attaining social mobility and would confine them outside the optimal social flow.

At first, the arrangement with Elvira worked well. Elvira helped Josefa, facilitating her new job requirements by picking up Albertito and Yolanda from Head Start and taking care of them in the afternoon before Josefa got home. According to Josefa, “She is doing well, she has calmed down a lot, and she behaves wonderfully here.” Josefa credited Elvira’s being away from her siblings and the responsibility placed on her as the eldest child as the factors that seemed to make a difference. As the eldest child in her nuclear family, Elvira had many of the obligations of a surrogate parent: cooking meals, cleaning, caring, and providing for younger siblings (Valenzuela 1999). Elvira was undergoing adultification, the processes by which children prematurely assume adult roles within their families (Burton 2007), without much supervision or support. Moving Elvira to Josefa’s household released some pressure because she was no longer responsible for family meals. But when the health insurance forms came, Josefa counted on Elvira to clarify some information. “Elvira is my personal secretary,” Josefa said, smiling. I looked at Elvira, who agreed and did not indicate it was an imposition. Later on, Josefa said that she was paying Elvira thirty dollars per week as an allowance for helping her with the children and other chores, explaining, “She deserves it; she saves up and buys things she needs.”

Research has found that girls in immigrant families, like Elvira, do more of the work in the household and, because they are closer than the boys to home, become vital to the family by explaining legal, employment, and financial information to their parents. By doing this extra work, they are able to gain parity with boys in terms of having additional freedoms such as seeing friends or participating in activities that can sometimes challenge patriarchal hierarchies (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Valenzuela 1999).

At times, families count on their eldest daughter to a degree that constitutes adultification. Although there is little research in this area of child development, the consequences can vary from increased self-confidence and agency when children are supervised during these adultifying activities, to anxiety and depression when they take on too much of the parental role without supervision (Burton 2007). For immigrant girls, unsupported adultification compromises their trajectories by holding them back (Burton 2007). In these cases, girls are not taking advantage of the extra freedoms and achieving parity with boys but instead are losing ground, which they later try to make up, derailing their trajectories.

It was well into the summer when Josefa mentioned that Elvira was pushing her and Rosario to allow her to go to the next Honduran party. “She just spent an entire day dancing in the West Indian festival last weekend. . . . She came back with a Panamanian flag!” Rosario, who was visiting, said proudly. Rosario and Josefa started to kid her about a Panamanian boy who is apparently interested in Elvira. I asked them if they had met him. Rosario said, “I asked him ‘Are you interested in my daughter?’” Elvira tried to change the subject, saying that it was too early to worry about this. “He is just a friend,” Josefa added. “We’ll be watching out for Panamanian flags.” They all laughed and went back to talking about how much fun they were going to have at the Honduran party and how Elvira would have to wait to be older to attend. Then Elvira upped the ante: “You know that I can get in . . . one just has to deal with the doorman.” Josefa and Rosario looked at each other and very rapidly stepped in to say, “You had your chances last weekend, now it’s ours, the adults.” Elvira got the message that she had to stop thinking about the party, but Rosario and Josefa looked at each other, realizing that a new stage in Elvira’s development was coming fast, and it was already a challenge.

Because Elvira is the eldest member of her generation, her family has much at stake in her passage into adulthood. Elvira can play an influential role in promoting upward assimilation or social mobility for her younger siblings and cousins (Portes and Fernández-Kelly 2008).

By February 2001, Elvira had been living with Josefa and her family for several months. Rosario was visiting, and I took the opportunity to ask her about her daughter.

SILVIA: So how do you think Elvira is doing?

ROSARIO: She is a bit loose, but her aunt has her under control.

SILVIA: Any boyfriends? What happened to the Panamanian boy?

ROSARIO: The Panamanian boy? He went back to Panama [she said with relief]. She can’t be dealing with boyfriends now; she needs to concentrate on school.

SILVIA: Are you worried about her?

ROSARIO: Oh, yes, she listens to her friends too much. . . . They are not good friends, you know, they don’t have her well-being at heart. . . . They are young girls who are running around wanting Elvira to act the same way. They like boys too much. . . . They are all chasing after boys.

SILVIA: Are Elvira’s friends Honduran or what?

JOSEFA: The majority is Honduran, but she also has African American girlfriends. The other day they came over the house asking to go to the movies, and I said no. Elvira had many chores to finish before doing anything. I told them to go on their way. She didn’t like it, you know.

SILVIA: What worries you the most?

JOSEFA: We do not know those families. They are friends from school.

SILVIA: Would it be different if you knew their family?

JOSEFA: It is the age they think they know everything.

ROSARIO: [revealing how much she has thought about this] Maybe, because, you know, sometimes girls look like they are good girls but they may come from families with bad roots. There may be good roots at home but then they may see things outside the home that influence them to do things that are wrong, and then they want others to do the same so that they feel better about what they have done. I keep telling her that she needs to pick her friendships well, because there are no friends, Silvia, there are only acquaintances.

They discussed this further and talked about Elvira’s interest in music, dance, and modeling and about how those interests could be nurtured. They continued this discussion for a while, and it was clear that the Guerras had great concerns about Elvira.

SILVIA: Have you talked to her about reproductive health and pregnancy prevention?

JOSEFA: That would be like saying go ahead and have sex. I am not sure that I want to do that.

I mentioned that many girls get pregnant because they have no such information, but Josefa and Rosario were not ready to have those types of conversations with Elvira.13 Up to that point, they had managed her by resorting to the care, trust, and respect the family had built. This approach had worked well so far, and Josefa was able to command the respect necessary to keep Elvira in line. But the fact that Latin American families do not talk about sexuality results in unwanted pregnancies (Espín 1997; Raffaelli and Ontai 2001). In fact, none of the women I followed who were mothers had ever had any reproductive health information. Their unwillingness to talk about what they feared the most was likely to produce exactly what they most feared.

One day in June 2001, the kids were all fighting to be on the computer, but Elvira knew how to navigate it the best. Josefa went on to talk about how difficult things are with Elvira: “I stopped paying her weekly like I used to because she thought she had it coming whether or not she did what she needed to do.” Josefa said that Elvira is not totally lost, but “I have her thinking that I know how much it takes to deal with adolescence.” Josefa laughed and commented, “I am thankful because nothing bad is happening but it is not like it used to be, it is much more dangerous now because so much is out of one’s control. You can’t push too much because here the young girls can get up and leave, but you have to do things por el lado amable [the subtle and nice way].”

The benefits Elvira accrued earlier for providing specialized help to the family gave her a sense of value and liberation. The value wore off, but her sense of liberation strengthened, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to control Elvira. The Guerras feared that Elvira would leave the family but did not know how to prevent that. Josefa and her sister were attempting a very difficult task in trying to keep Elvira on an immigrant ideology–based pathway toward social mobility based on their immigrant community norms and values (Portes and Fernández-Kelly 2008). They were being challenged by adolescent individuation and differentiation and peer influences from an outside community. Elvira, on the other hand, was just happy to be accepted by her peers.

In December 2002, I returned for a follow-up visit and inquired about Elvira. Josefa told me that she was sixteen, in high school, and working at Boston College “in the cafeteria on weekends.” “Any plans?” I asked. “I don’t know. I think she will continue studying. But, I don’t know. I see the one that follows, Rosa, as more intellectual but I hope that Elvira goes on. . . . Things are so bad now. All the doors are closed. There is no way to get ahead without more education.” Josefa’s comments made me think that the adults in the family had started to give up on Elvira.

In June 2003, when I visited for second and last follow-up, Josefa said that Elvira had given birth to a little girl. Josefa sounded resigned; in her eyes, Elvira had succumbed to the pull from members of an inefficient population. Despite the family’s effort to prevent this from happening, no SPA had come at the right time to change this downward trajectory. In some ways, the Guerras trained Elvira to be a mother and homemaker by asking her to provide the family with that type of help. This training may have been stronger than the efforts made toward her education, particularly given the poor record of urban public schools. Elvira developed self-efficacy and mastery over caring for children and household chores without achieving self-efficacy and mastery over school-related knowledge and skills. In the absence of pregnancy prevention discussions, Elvira only exercised what she had been trained to do.

On the other hand, child care and household management are essential tasks, and the lack of training in child care and household duties results in children who are void of structure, love and stimulation. I am reminded of public announcements in the New York City transit system that reminded mothers to feed their children breakfast. Inherent in this message is the fact that many children go to school without having breakfast, and although this could be due to financial reasons, there are policy makers who believe that some mothers are simply unaware that children should be fed in the morning. It is not that Elvira should not have had to perform household work and child care but that the Guerras are one of the millions of families, particularly immigrants, that do not know how to navigate urban school systems and who have high expectations for schools, which are not fulfilled. This section demonstrates that for the second generation, being socially positioned is necessary but not sufficient in the attainment of social mobility. Adequate educational opportunities would make the realization of social mobility sufficient.

As difficult as it was to deal with Elvira’s pregnancy, the family remained together, and Josefa continued her efforts to structure the lives of her own children to push them toward positive outcomes. She said that she had enrolled Yolanda in the citizen schools program, which is an after-school and summer program with a series of consecutive apprenticeship opportunities. The other two children were attending after-school programs focused on academic improvement. These activities were likely to bring her children in contact with other SPAs who would reinforce the motivational energy at home.

Elvira’s story shows us how difficult it is for Afro-Caribbean families to maintain the immigrant identity of their children, which is perceived as a protective factor (Ong, Phinney, and Dennis 2006; Waters 1994). Families are most vulnerable to negative bridging in urban public schools where children come into contact with dissimilar communities. This contact has potentially negative consequences when parents do not have the ability to control their children’s relationships. In this case, negative bridging and reduction of self-propelling agency occurred when Elvira succumbed to members of inefficient populations. Elvira’s trajectory demonstrates the dangers of negative bridging combined with the absence of reproductive health information. Her trajectory now heavily depends on her family’s support of her further education, the quality of that education, SPAs that act as social models, and the support she might receive from the father of the baby or a substitute. After all, as we will see in the book, having a baby as a teenager does not necessarily relegate that family to poverty. Nevertheless, Elvira’s story illustrates that while social positioning is necessary, adequate education is an intervention that makes Social Flow sufficient.


4
Leverage-Based Social Positioning

I got to know Lisa through her the eyes of her son, Martin. I was sitting across from Martin while I talked with his mother. His deep brown eyes stared at me for most of the interview, and at one point he started to look at me with anger. This look signaled to me that it was time to wrap up and leave.1 I asked Lisa about it, and she said, “He is jealous of you; he thinks that you are spending too much time with me.” I initially interpreted his reaction as being proper for an only child, a nine-year-old boy, with a single mother. But with time, I realized how much Martin’s reaction said about Lisa. Lisa is a woman who gives a lot and gets little in return, who wants to be accepted but seldom is, and whose identity and social status as an Afro-Latina immigrant lesbian who is a single mother living in public housing converge into complex and contradictory dynamics. These dynamics include the fact that Lisa’s lesbian identity largely isolates her from her family and co-ethnic peers but also provides her with opportunities. As such, Lisa is a woman who exemplifies social position with a leverage-based network, but as diagram 5 shows, she in an extremely vulnerable position, having strong ties only with her son, Martin, and her girlfriend, Caroline.

Lisa lives in a corner apartment on the third floor of the South Boston development. The apartment has a large, sunny front area, which is open and contains the kitchen, eating area, and living room and has a good view into the central courtyard. There could not be a better spot from which to gather information and put together a community-organizing campaign. It is a perfect vantage point for Lisa because she is a politically minded and driven woman who turns to political activism as a way to create bonds with the community.

In the previous chapter, I described how Josefa exemplifies women who have a network configuration based primarily on social support. Social support means having ties to other people who help to “get by” or cope with the demands of everyday life and other stresses. Leverage is a different concept; it describes ties that help individuals “get ahead” or change their opportunity structure. Josefa shows how she develops ties that help with the everyday needs of running a home and caring for children and how, through leverage, she was able to secure a unionized position with access to benefits and a credit union. Josefa also takes advantage of her social positioning. Lisa, in contrast, is also socially positioned with a network with leverage but has limited social support. At face value, having leveraging ties, even with little support, might seem like an adequate and potentially advantageous social position that would lead to social mobility. But as Josefa demonstrated, support is necessary to take advantage of opportunities that leveraging ties might bring.

DIAGRAM 5. Lisa’s social network
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Circle = Females
Triangles = Males
Size refers to the degree of centrality or a measure that gives a rough indication of the social power of a node (tie) based on how well it “connects” the network.
Color from lightest to darkest in intensity of importance of particular tie. As this diagram shows, Lisa has very few people in her network, and they are not interconnected. Martin is clearly the most important member of her network, and Ruben is isolated because the others do not know him. Lisa’s network demonstrates that she is very vulnerable to social isolation.

Lisa’s complex story illustrates how difficult it is for women who lack support to maximize their leveraging ties and exposes the difficulties inherent in disadvantaged social locations and particularly the significance of lesbian status in the personal networks of immigrant women.2 Social location is where race, class, gender, and sexuality intersect to create an advantaged or disadvantaged position in the social hierarchy. Lisa’s story also illustrates how her sexual orientation, which excludes and isolates her in the neighborhood, opens up benefits rarely seen in poor communities. These benefits offer social position and social mobility and are significant to the further study of social networks, immigrants, poverty, and social mobility. But despite these benefits, Lisa lives on the margins of hegemonic statuses and culture. Her characteristics, such as race, sexual orientation, culture, and gender, clearly disadvantage her place in the social structure. As a short and somewhat heavy Latin American lesbian with African phenotype, she is in a highly disadvantaged social location, which subjects her to multiple intersectional factors that reinforce her social, economic, and cultural disadvantage and creates a number of contradictions. Her status as an immigrant complicates the situation and is one significant variable that I explore in this book.

Life in Nicaragua

Lisa’s family owned a restaurant in Managua, where Lisa and her entire family grew up and worked. As she explained, “Since I was born, my entire life has been the restaurant. My father cooked and my mother served.” At the peak of their business, the restaurant employed up to thirty-five people. The restaurant’s success is particularly significant because Afro-Nicaraguans, who initially arrived in Nicaragua as indentured servants from Jamaica to work on banana plantations, suffer great discrimination. Lisa’s family was exceptional in that it had the means and skills to run this type of business. Like others of African descent, their financial power would allow their blackness to become whiter, and they would be subject to less discrimination and join the middle class (Oboler 2005).3 But the 1972 earthquake destroyed everything. The main shock measured 6.5 on the Richter scale and was followed by two powerful aftershocks, altogether leveling 80 percent of the buildings in Managua and killing more than 10,000 people. “December 23, 1972, the day before Christmas,” Lisa recalled, speaking as if the events had occurred just the day before, “I thought that my mother was going to die when the earthquake destroyed everything. Imagine that from a woman that taught us not to cry over material stuff. That is why you see me this way now. You may say that I don’t have much, but I am happy and I am at peace, which is primordial.”

After the earthquake, Lisa and her mother went on to the mountains to start another restaurant in a newly founded town. Lisa’s father stayed behind with the rest of the children. Lisa explained that she was not a particularly good student and that things got worse when she missed three years of education because of the earthquake. Nevertheless, Lisa’s experience in the rural mountains affected her significantly in several ways. She realized that despite the family’s losses, she was privileged, and she was struck by the ambition she saw in the country, even among very poor people. She told me, “There I saw people that were making efforts with much less than I and that pushed me to go back to school and progress. I went on to do well for the next four years.” In this way, Lisa received social modeling from people who were more economically and socially disadvantaged than she was, but who were working hard to get ahead.

When she returned to school, Lisa was exposed to social modeling that also awakened her social consciousness and self-propelling agency. In the fifth grade, Lisa was part of a group of girls whom she described as guerrilleras (guerrillas) because they were very rebellious. Nobody could control them, and they caused teachers to quit, but as Lisa explains: “One woman, her name was Matilde; she was able to dominate us. She impacted me because she knew how to educate without injuring us. . . . She sparked an interest in everything.”

Lisa’s experience in school included teachers who taught by “humiliation and shame. . . . I do not know who invented that type of style, but it was awful. My gut feeling is that those women were never happy because women are seldom happy due to their men and their families.” In the teacher who was able to control her and her classmates, Lisa found someone who was able to influence her trajectory rather than oppress her further.

This awakening to social consciousness and self-propelling agency was also inspired by the Sandinistas, who were then in power. Lisa became a brigadista (brigadier) and was sent on a national literacy campaign to the countryside. The 1980 literacy campaign reduced the overall illiteracy rate in Nicaragua from 50.3 percent to 12.9 percent in only five months and produced a lasting impact on an entire generation of young people (Arnove 1981). Even two decades later, many people, like Lisa, commemorate their participation in the campaign as a “heroic deed” that marked their lives (Rocha 2000). In a country where women’s opportunities were limited, according to Lisa, to “being wives and cooks,” the literacy campaign “signified an opportunity for emancipation: 60% of the brigadistas were female, and so were some 50% of the literacy learners” (Miller 1985, 200). In essence, Lisa had an experience in the countryside that her siblings did not share; this difference in experiences ultimately affected their outcomes.

Lisa’s mother and father “could write their names but not much more. My mother sent all the kids to schools hoping that they would be educated, but they all stopped at the sixth grade. I was the only one that went on in part because I wanted to show her.” Lisa wanted to be more than was expected of a woman in that context.

During the literacy campaign, Lisa found her first love. She recalled, “It was there that I met my first compañera [female partner]. She was a woman, we fell in love, and that was my first sexual experience with a woman. I can say that I have liked girls since I was little. Actually, I remember liking a girl in the sixth grade. I did not like men until I was around sixteen years old.”

Although she did not get involved romantically with another woman until she was almost twenty years of age, Lisa thinks that her family was suspicious because

I played with boys and never with dolls. My mother would try to correct me to look more like a girl. I was sent along with my sisters so that I chaperoned them and learned how to behave like a girl. It didn’t work. I knew that I needed to go along and pretend I was something I was not because it was impossible not to. I do think that they knew I was pretending. But I was worried and did not like this. . . . it felt volatile and I was afraid.

Social Capital and Transnational Dynamics

Lisa got involved in a relationship with a woman named Valeria. Lisa recalled, “I was so madly in love. All I wanted to do was to be with her, but I had to hide all that and it was hard . . . then my mom just could not deny it any longer. She started getting a little crazy wanting me to act differently. . . . then she gave up and sent me away in order to separate me from Valeria.” The concern about her sexuality was so grave that Lisa’s mother started to use her transnational connections to locate people she knew in the United States with the idea of sending Lisa there. Meanwhile, Lisa was realizing that she needed to go away for good to survive as a lesbian.

My youngest brother was homosexual, and when my mother found out, she threw him out of the house . . . and he suffered so much, it was so bad, he killed himself slowly and alone. He drank himself to death. All because he was homosexual and others could not let him be. He wasn’t doing anything to anyone, he could not help it, but they drove him to die. They wanted him dead, and they got what they wanted. That was no place for me.

According to Lisa, social disapproval for homosexual men was worse than for homosexual women in Nicaragua: “It is worse on men . . . men can’t handle that type of challenge to their masculinity, and they are so afraid of it that they are willing to destroy the lives of those who challenge their masculinity. . . . they want to kill it.” I asked her, “Would it have been easier for him if had been white?” and she responded:

I don’t know, maybe because whites with money have more options to be gay, but blacks don’t have the same resources. . . . Everything is worse for darker people in Nicaragua, everything is worse for black people everywhere. Valeria was very light, and she did not suffer reactions from her family or people really, but she did not act as a lesbian either so . . . not as much as I did. . . . I would say that homophobia was much worse for dark-skinned people, particularly for men. But in reality, Nicaragua can’t deal with any of us . . . they can’t deal with homosexuality.

Lisa’s response reveals that she is aware of the racial and class dynamics that impacted her brother’s situation; she also appears to understand that differential access to power and resources opens up options for some that are denied to others. What happened to her brother was a traumatic experience for Lisa and prompted her decision to leave Nicaragua. Lisa did not want to live a life in silence, and she knew that she would not be able to live openly as a lesbian in Nicaragua. This awareness made her desire to leave Nicaragua all the more urgent; she departed as soon as her visa was approved even though she had only two more months left in school. Her decision was based in large part on information she received from a leveraging tie. She explained, “I knew a German man whom I trusted, and he counseled me to move with the visa because I wasn’t going to have that chance again.” Lisa’s family supported her decision to leave Nicaragua, but for reasons different from her own:

My mom said that I needed to go away in order to get away from the Sandinistas but in reality it was to separate me from my girlfriend. Valeria was really sad, and I told her that I would send for her. I started to send money to her, and this went on for a few years, but she never arrived. I sent her money to come, but she never did. . . . then I started to plan to get back to Valeria because I could not get over her.

Lisa was twenty-one when she first arrived in Miami, Florida, in 1981. She completed a nurse’s aide training course and obtained a General Educational Development (GED) credential. While in Miami, Lisa worked as a home health aide and developed relationships with clients and their families. In 1991, Lisa went back to Nicaragua to see her ailing parents, who died shortly after she arrived. Lisa also wanted to find Valeria but learned that Valeria had married a man who was very bad to her and that she was sick with HIV. According to Lisa, “He beat her and prostituted her . . . can you believe that? And she chose that instead of me.” Lisa was hurt badly by Valeria’s betrayal. Meanwhile, Lisa got involved with a man who was pursuing her but eventually left him after “he wanted me to put my mother and father’s house in his name, can you believe that?” Having lost her parents and Valeria, Lisa decided to return to the United States. She was able to do so because of the social capital she gained from the reciprocal relationships she nurtured in Miami—in the end, the daughter of the man she had cared for as a home health care provider in Miami sent her the money to return to the United States.

Since her parents died, Lisa has not engaged in transnational relations. She does not plan any trips to Nicaragua. As she explained, “I have to provide a life for Martin here and concentrate my energies and resources here. . . . I could not be myself there and being out means I have to stay away. In any case, there is nothing there for me anymore.” Much of the research on lesbian immigrant women finds that lesbians who maintain transnational ties have to hide their lesbian lifestyle when family members visit. Lisa does not suffer from this type of stress; because her parents have died, she can maintain a space in the United States without worrying that family will ever come to visit. This space is what Anzaldúa (1999) and Acosta (2008) call borderlands, “a space that serves as home to the marginalized” (Acosta 2008, 639). In other words, Lisa’s borderland protects her from stigma she might otherwise suffer at the hands of her family, but not from her neighbors.

“Without . . . Survivors Inc., I Would Not Have Made It”

Still grieving the loss of her parents and Valeria, Lisa moved to Boston, where she got a job at the Women’s Industrial Union as a home health care worker. There she realized that she had become pregnant while in Nicaragua. Facing the prospect of single motherhood, Lisa applied for a child care voucher and encountered a new tie that opened opportunities for her—her caseworker Ruben. As indicated in the diagram, Ruben is not connected to any of the other members of Lisa’s small network, but he was instrumental in her life. Ruben talked Lisa into going to school; it was with his help that she enrolled at the University of Massachusetts to study human services. She recalled, “About a year into the program, I met people at Survivors, Inc. . . . it was a welfare women’s group. I worked with them from 1995 to 2000 doing outreach to welfare recipients at U-Mass. There were 152 of us at U-Mass. Without welfare, my child, and the support we gave to each other through Survivors Inc., I would not have made it, you know. Thanks to them, I graduated in 1999!”

Because the provisions of welfare reform did not always allow welfare recipients to pursue formal education, Survivor’s Inc. provided women with the opportunity to organize in support of an education option. The relationship between Lisa and Survivors Inc. was reciprocal; she worked as an organizer, and the organization became her main source of emotional and instrumental support. Meanwhile, Lisa’s English improved, and she completed her studies with the help of the writing center at the university. In 1999, Lisa graduated and began working in a housing organization where she had access to heterogeneous ties, which are ties to individuals in different communities who have access to diverse opportunities and information. Lisa remained at the housing organization throughout her participation in the study.

Lisa’s reliance on institutional support is consistent with research that has found that African American women often rely on service providers because they lack support from their families who themselves often are also needy (Domínguez and Watkins 2003). In Lisa’s case, her lack of family support was based on geographic distance and the rejection of her sexual identity. Lisa’s sole family in the United States was a cousin, María, in California (shown in diagram 5) with whom she spoke only “two or three times a year.”

“But These Are Not Friends”

When I asked about friends, Lisa responded, “I have none. . . . For me a friend is someone who is with me doing things and sharing time.” Her lack of friendships became clear as the study progressed. On one occasion, I found her outside her building, talking to several women. I probed her relationship with these women, since she had previously denied having any friends. She responded:

Laura and Rafalina? But these are not friends. They just take and take. They ask but do not give. They want to come and vent all their stuff, but they do not ever offer any advice . . . they just want transportation. I have even lent them the car. They will ask me for everything, “Take me to the airport,” “food shopping,” and they do not ever even offer me a glass of water. I have taken them to Castle Island and the beach, everywhere. They ask me for money, then I have to press them to give it back. They take advantage of me. “Let’s go to get pizza,” and then I have to pay otherwise I am a bad friend, et cetera. There is no way to please them . . . never; never . . . are they ever happy. They never have enough, they always want more and more.

As Lisa explains, her calls for emotional support are unheard by these women, who instead ask for transportation and money. Laura and Rafalina are not the only “friends” that abuse her generosity. Lisa described a pattern of acquaintances that did not reciprocate, and she thought that others did not take her seriously because she was not heterosexual. As diagram 5 shows, Rafalina and Laura are not connected to others in Lisa’s small network, and the small circles indicate how weak those relationships are.

Although Lisa hides her lesbian identity in the neighborhood, people suspect that she is a lesbian because she does not talk about men. Also, Lisa does not hide her sexual identity from people she gets to know. She explained, “None of them can relate to me, and I think that they [Laura and Rafalina] can only be seen as using me to others, you know . . . so that their sexual identity is not questioned in the neighborhood. I also think that their boyfriends do not like me and do not want them relating to me, . . . so by using me, they can justify relating to me.”

Race, class, and gender inequality have shaped Lisa’s experiences. As a young woman, she understood that she needed to get away from Nicaragua to have a chance to be herself and make a life. But once in the United States, she found herself in a different yet still homophobic and racially discriminatory context. Like Lisa, many immigrants who come to the United States are subject to new systems of racial hierarchy, and those of color face discrimination and vilification that they may not have been subjected to in their countries of origin (Benson 2006). As mentioned previously, Lisa and her family enjoyed a middle-class status, and at least for some time, they were made “whiter” by their resources (Oboler 2005). In the United States, Lisa lost that privilege and instead joined a disadvantaged social location because she is racialized as black, which in effect can curtail her incorporation into U.S. society. The Irish Americans in South Boston discriminated against her because she was dark, and her co-ethnics discriminated against her because she was homosexual. In such a context, Lisa has to exist in that space she sees as being home, her borderland (Acosta 2008).

Homosexuality is generally not accepted in Latin American cultures as in many others where the definition of homosexuality is based on a choice rather than a difference in sexual orientation, thereby fueling and exacerbating homophobia (Díaz 1998). As a result, homosexuals and bisexuals suffer animosity and exclusion, so that the coming-out experience is very difficult.4 This animosity and exclusion are compounded by beliefs that homosexuality directly conflicts with Christianity. In fact, some of the women in the housing development who overtly rejected Lisa did so in the name of Christianity, and this overt condemnation exacerbated Lisa’s isolation.

Lisa’s history of relationships with both men and women, as evidenced to the community by the existence of her son, caused further isolation. Martin was undeniable evidence that Lisa had sexual relationships with men, and this fact fueled others’ beliefs that her sexuality was a choice. “They can’t understand me, instead they reject me. I am such a danger to their heterosexuality,” she said with a smile. As González-López (2005, 138, 280) found, many Latina women are socialized to repress sexual exploration, and bisexuality is very threatening because it provides undeniable proof of such exploration.

The pervasive rejection of homosexuality in Latin American communities causes homosexual and bisexuals to be selective about their networks and otherwise to be isolated. As Lisa’s and Paula’s stories in chapter 6 show, reactions to homosexuality negatively affect social networks. Lisa lacked social support even when she avoided overtly demonstrating her sexual orientation and extended help to others. Feeling used and not being able to stop reinforcing by her emotional drain continuing to extend help to others was psychologically damaging to her. “Why don’t you stop helping them?” I asked. She responded:

I can’t right now. I am trying to organize the community, and this is part of the territory. I do not know how to do this any other way. They have to get used to me and eventually focus on what is wrong here in this place . . . focus on our commonalities here in this development. Do you know that we are the majority here in this place yet we hold no power? This is important. I know this is an uphill battle but it is necessary. I know that I will have to change all of this and I will. At some point I will go back to school and direct my energies elsewhere. Meanwhile, I will continue to be an activist on behalf of poor women and public housing residents.

This quotation betrays a contradiction in Lisa’s efforts: How is she going to be a community organizer when the community shuns her? In her statements, Lisa demonstrates two strategies to deal with this problem. On the one hand, Lisa organizes the community in an effort to produce change in its circumstances; in the process, she establishes a bond with the community. On the other hand, the community’s rejection and failure to reciprocate fuel her desire to go to law school because, as Lisa has already experienced, education empowers her, helps her cope with marginalization, and makes her more effective as a politically driven self-propelling agent. There is no question that if she was heterosexual, she would be much more effective in her organizing efforts.

“The World Is There for Him to Claim”

Martin was growing up with a mother who was shunned in the neighborhood; as a result, few people visit their home. Lisa talked to him about her sexual identity, and he must have heard comments made by people in the neighborhood. Martin felt responsible for his mom and tried to protect her. His centrality in Lisa’s life is manifested in the diagram. He was used to being alone with her and felt a sense of ownership over Lisa, which was manifested in long stares and angry looks at visitors. Lisa was openly queer at home with Martin; she talked freely about herself and others not being heterosexual. She joked with him about the fact that she did not know whether or not he would be heterosexual while asserting that she would support him anyway. Lisa also spoke about Martin being a very good student. “What would you like for his future?” I asked. She responded, “I tell him that he has to be ready by working hard to get a good education and then he will be able to deal with whatever challenges he is presented with. . . . I tell him that the world is there for him to claim . . . he has here opportunities he would not have in Nicaragua, not because of him but because of me and my lifestyle.”

In this exchange we get a glimpse of Lisa’s frame, which is a problem-solving schema stored in memory and developed through socialization (Snow and Benford 1992). Lisa’s frame is built on the dual frame of reference that allows immigrants to evaluate where they came from in relationship to where they are now, the need to go where she could be more accepted and where she and her son could get ahead. Her frame informs and orients the self-propelling agency that she is endowed with as an immigrant. While public housing is a contextual trigger for fear and social isolation in the United States, it is a place for organization and political activism for Lisa.

“I Have Tried Some, but I Do Not Feel Like I Belong”

When I asked Lisa about supports, more specifically, whether she was connected to any gay groups in Boston, she answered, “I have tried some, but I do not feel like I belong in them. . . . there are usually no Latinas there. . . . there are mostly whites, and I do not think they know where to put me, but it makes them want to put me somewhere and that is not helpful to me.”

Lisa rejects what she sees as others’ efforts to classify her according to her appearance, which is difficult to do within the racial categories in this society. Lisa experiences the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transsexual (LGBT) community as exclusionary, which is contrary to its goals. But Lisa’s feelings about the LGBT community are not uncommon. Acosta (2008) found Latin American lesbians largely isolated from LGBT resources. In this sense, these organizations are like many others that have not figured out how to avoid transferring racist, sexist, and classist messages in their institutional dynamics because they have not paid sufficient attention to cultural competence (Harper and Schneider 2003; Lum 2003). In many instances, whites make up the leadership in these organizations, and LGBT organizations have had their funding cut and replaced with HIV-based support services (Ward 2004). All these factors create situations that are neither friendly to nor supportive of Latin American lesbians and less so to the ones that have African phenotype. Although Lisa does not believe she is able to access support for herself, she has found support for Martin, shown in the diagram as being connected to Martin. Lisa: If Martin needed help, you know, emotional help, I would get it for him. . . . we have a good pediatrician at Geiger Gibson, Dr. Moses, and I talk to him about stuff. I know that I can ask him if I know Martin needs help. . . . I trust him, but Martin is very healthy, and I don’t really worry about him.

SILVIA: Does he have any friends at school whose parents are homosexuals?

LISA: There are a couple here and there. . . . he is not particularly close with them.

The diversity of statuses that make up Lisa’s social location presents a challenge to health care providers who have not been trained in cultural competence. But Lisa has a pediatrician who provokes trust and treats Lisa and Martin with respect. This fact shows that Lisa’s social location, which includes her status as a lesbian woman, does not impede her access to health care for her son or for herself—she also sees doctors at Geiger Gibson. This access is very important because many immigrant families do not have culturally competent pediatricians. For this reason, interactions with health care providers can devalue immigrants’ beliefs and practices related to health care as well as sexual preference (Betancourt et al. 2003; Flaskerud et al. 2002; Mayer et al. 2001; Saha, Arbelaez, and Cooper 2003).

“I Can’t Give You Her Name Because She Is Not Out of the Closet”: A Significant Other’s Costly Leverage

On the one hand, being a lesbian restricts Lisa’s social support. On the other hand, it is precisely her lesbian identity that positions Lisa for social mobility and provides the primary social leverage in her network.

SILVIA: With whom do you spend the most time?

LISA: My lover . . . I can’t give you her name because she is not out of the closet.

SILVIA: What do you want to call her?

LISA: I will call her Caroline. I see her almost every day. We eat lunch together. She lives about five minutes away in Dorchester. She is American, from a Portuguese background. She graduated from Smith about ten years ago. . . . She works as an organizational trainer. . . . She is a poet and she is superactive. . . . She is very sensitive . . . she cries a lot [smiling].

SILVIA: How did you meet her?

LISA: We met each other organizing. She worked for an agency that helped us when I worked for Survivors, Inc. . . . I made the first move. It was really hard because I didn’t want to take the risk and she thought I could be fooling around and not serious. But . . . it took me four years. I worked to get closer and to build trust . . . four years . . . and I really like the relationship because we are open with each other. She is always supporting me. She values who I am and how I do it. . . . If I need anything, she helps me.

Because Caroline is not “out of the closet” and Lisa’s neighbors are not supportive of her bisexuality, they have to be careful and avoid being together in public places where either one can be recognized. This need for secrecy keeps Caroline away from Lisa’s home in the public housing development. Their borderland is not only limited but also contradictory because it is permeated with class and racial differences that were camouflaged through intimacy when they were together.

SILVIA: Does it bother you that she will not come to your home?

LISA: It would be wonderful if she did, but I can’t put her in that position. She is a professional, and she does work that brings her into contact with some that could see her here. . . . Just seeing her with me would imply that she is homosexual. . . . it is just not fair to ask her to do that.

SILVIA: How about you visiting her home?

LISA: I have . . . . but only during the day, while Martin is at school and few people are around . . . but being there for dinner? No. . . . she is in no way ready to assume her sexuality . . . . she has a lot to lose, you know?

I wondered about the racial differences and whether or not this was something else Lisa had thought about.

SILVIA: Do you think that the fact that she is white has anything to do with your relationship?”

LISA [smiling]: I would like to think that no. . . . I try not to think about that. . . . really, but maybe . . . maybe it does make her want to be as discreet as it is.

SILVIA: Do you think that she needs to be extra discreet because you are black?

LISA: I think that matters, but she needs to remain in the closet.

Lisa is aware that these differences mean that she cannot have a full relationship. Instead, as Lisa describes it, it is an “affair with longevity. . . . It is limited, but I can’t expect it to be more. . . . that is just how it is and it is okay for me now. I know that things will change with more education, . . . but I can’t say that it doesn’t hurt, you know. . . . I, like everyone else, would like to have a regular love that brought good things and not shame.”

Although Caroline does not value their relationship in the same way that Lisa does, Caroline reciprocates with emotional support, unlike Lisa’s co-ethnic neighbors. Caroline also motivates Lisa and, more important, connects her to people in different social locations who would otherwise have been unavailable to Lisa.

Lisa credited her partner, for example, with “helping me with application letters, discussing the pros and cons of opportunities . . . she also thinks in terms of who can help me, who she might know that may be able to help out.” In this statement, Lisa was describing a bridging tie, or someone who can connect her to another network. More specifically, Caroline connects Lisa to other professionals who she would not otherwise encounter through her relationships at the public housing development. Caroline was particularly important as a bridge, since Lisa worked for a professional housing organization that monitored the conditions in public housing developments. While Lisa’s leadership position within her development’s tenant task force brought her into contact with homogeneous ties, or ties with people in the same location who have access to the same resources and information, Caroline is a solid heterogeneous and bridging tie that connects Lisa with middle-class people. But Lisa experiences her romantic relationship with Caroline as costly because Caroline does not openly live a lesbian lifestyle. Nevertheless, as the diagram makes clear, besides Martin, Caroline is the only other strong tie in Lisa’s network, which reveals the vulnerability in which Lisa exists.

Single Motherhood in Boston

Boston is among the few cities in the United States where the cost of living is so high that a college degree does not necessarily get women out of poverty or out of poor neighborhoods. In fact, along with New York City and San Francisco, Boston is one of the most expensive cities in the United States. The overall cost of living there is 240 percent of the national average, with apartments ranking 48 percent more expensive than the national average. The average rent for two-bedroom, two-bath luxury apartment rentals is $1,900, and the average price for more modest one-bedroom apartments in older buildings is approximately $1,000.5 The average cost of housing is greater than 30 percent of an individual’s yearly income and is partly responsible for the flight of college and graduate school graduates each year (Bluestone 2006; Heudorfer and Bluestone 2005). Being single in Boston adds to the financial strain but creates the possibility of living with roommates, which lowers housing costs. But living with roommates is much less of an option for single mothers. As such, being a single mother in Boston intensifies the disadvantaged social location of minority women.

For this reason, public housing (which caps rent at 30 percent of income) is a real option for single mothers like Lisa. Although she is a college graduate, she works in the typically limited wage work of jobs in the human services and cannot afford to live in the regular housing market. This reality motivates Lisa to organize the community to improve living conditions and also fuels her desire to attain further education as a way out of her exclusion and into better neighborhoods. Other immigrants like Lisa also use public housing as a tool in their trajectories toward social mobility.6

“I’m the Only One”

Lisa spoke at length about growing up in an environment where all that was expected of her was to find a husband who would support her. She knew that as a lesbian, she could not adhere to these expectations. Consequently, she developed her own expectations and soon realized that she needed to leave Nicaragua to accomplish them:

I am the only one in the whole family that is educated, the only one . . . the only one that is not working in a restaurant . . . the only one that is not married. You know that I am the only one that is not being abused at home . . . the only one. You know, Silvia, this is why I left, why I have luchado tanto, tanto [struggled so much], why I have done what I needed to do to get my education.

Thus, it becomes apparent that Lisa’s struggles, combined with leveraging ties, reinforce her own self-propelling agency.

While many of the women who participated in the study were pursuing college educations, Lisa was the only college graduate. Despite this fact, Lisa is not respected in her community or her romantic relationship. She deals with these contradictions by being clear in her description of the relationship with Caroline as an “affair” and by her continuous drive as a community organizer and ultimately through education, which she values as providing a change. Later in the study, Lisa reported that she was looking for a professional job that would bring her into contact with people outside of public housing. Lisa explained that she needed ties outside of her community because she could not totally avoid internalizing stereotypes about people who live in public housing (Vale 2000).

Lisa’s story provides a window into the lives of women and mothers in the most disadvantaged social locations in this society. She is in a disadvantaged social location because she is a black lesbian woman who lives in public housing and, as an immigrant from Nicaragua, has a nonnormative culture. We get a glimpse of how societal forces come together to create barriers and discriminatory practices against her and how heterosexual women gain strength from their privileged status and feel entitled to take advantage of Lisa. Lisa’s story also includes a lover with a distinctively better social position—as a white woman who is in the closet and highly educated—who puts limits on their relationship to retain that privileged status. We also see how LGBT organizations may be ill equipped to deal with women like Lisa.

Despite these challenges, time after time, Lisa was able to collect on owed reciprocity and came into contact with people who provided her with social modeling and opportunities. Finally, we see how Lisa’s self-propelling agency developed through social models and opportunities provided by leveraging ties and bridges was reinforced, and how it keeps her striving despite these devaluing interactions. These contacts have kept Lisa as part of an efficient population in terms of social mobility. I cannot overstate the significance of finding a woman who lives in a concentrated area of poverty, is socially mobile and socially positioned through a leveraged network, but lacks ongoing social support. This network configuration is a function of her homosexual existence. Were she heterosexual, she would likely have strong networks of support as the other women in the study. Lisa, in essence, is walking on a tightrope to balance her trajectory, but if her past can serve as a guide for her future, she will continue on her trajectory toward social mobility by relying on her self-propelling agency and activating leveraging ties.


5
“I Got the Job:” Family and Work Support

Everything is going well . . . the girls are very well. Claudia starts kindergarten in September, and Miranda is currently in fourth grade. . . . How is your cutie pie? He must be big. I am still working at the bank. I’m saving money right now; I want to buy a condominium. Just waiting for the prices to start falling a bit. . . . The market right now is overrated. How is everything with you? I’m still a personal banker. In April, a new branch is opening in Needham, and I will be applying for assistant manager. This will be the first time I try out for this position. I’ve been wanting to do it for a while, but the hours and the locations for the position as assistant manager posted were too far. I’m still taking classes at [New England College of Finance]. I’m happy that the bank pays for the courses. Seems like a long road, but I’m sure I’ll get there. Slowly but surely. It’s tough when you work full-time and have a family. But it’s worth every sacrifice. I’m looking to see if I can go to Bentley for my bachelor’s in finance. Hope to hear from you soon. I miss talking with you.

This quotation is from Camila, whom I initially met when she was eighteen years old. As I began to write this chapter, she answered an e-mail I sent asking how she was doing. It had been more than a year since we last communicated, and I was pleased by her quick response. Camila is happy and stable, but she is also saving money to buy a condominium and continues to take advantage of her employer-sponsored tuition reimbursement program by enrolling in college-level courses with the longer-term goal of pursuing a bachelor’s degree in finance. As usual, she had her eye on a promotion, and three weeks later, she announced in another e-mail titled “Silvia! I got the job. Can you believe it?” where she explained that she was now the assistant manager of her bank’s busiest branch.

Camila’s easygoing personality and persistent self-propelling agency, or high efficiency and willingness to make social mobility a reality, come across clearly in this e-mail. Camila is of average height and has a slim build. She has long, straight black hair and an olive complexion. Camila is very pretty and was once chosen to model. Her e-mail also reveals the reasons Camila, who just turned twenty-six, is the young woman who most clearly exemplifies four components of my Social Flow framework. She is (1) a self-propelling agent (SPA), (2) socially positioned through a network characterized by support and leverage, (3) embedded in an efficient community, and (4) well embarked on a trajectory toward social mobility. In the context of networks, support means ties to other people who help individuals “get by” or cope with the demands of everyday life and other stressors; leverage describes ties that help individuals “get ahead” or change their opportunity structure. An efficient population is one in which the number or concentration of SPAs is high enough to allow the formation of support- and leverage-providing networks through interaction. In these terms, an efficient population is one that can sustain social positioning.

Camila is not alone among the Latin American women living in public housing who, rather than being socially isolated (as much of the poverty research has shown about African Americans), have developed supportive relationships: those that provide emotional and instrumental help and leveraging ties that open access to opportunities through their social circles. In fact, almost half of the women I interviewed for this study have an extensive network of supportive relationships, which enables them to have a balanced and healthy life while providing them with leveraging ties that create advancement opportunities.

Through Josefa and Lisa, I explored in previous chapters how women negotiate support-based and leverage-based social positioning. Their stories demonstrate that opportunities can come through support networks as well as those that offer leverage. This difference, when compared with the pattern found in African American women living in concentrated areas of poverty, reflects the magnitude of the effect that several generations of exclusion and marginalization have created. In this chapter, I describe how Camila, Eva, and Elena negotiate support and leverage networks.

Camila best exemplifies support and leverage networks because she has support from family, friends, a significant other, and work-based relations. Camila also has heterogeneity within her strong ties, work ties, and bridges, which are weak or strong ties that cut across race, ethnicity, and/or social class. The support network and ties help her successfully negotiate challenges, such as the process of immigration, pregnancy at a young age, difficulties with agency-based interventions, and discrimination. Camila’s story also provides an opportunity to examine the gender gap in aspirations and education that exists in minority communities—while Camila is always exercising her self-propelling agency, her significant other is at times apathetic. Eva, the only study participant who did not have legal immigration status, provides a window into how, through work in a private home, women access leverage from heterogeneous ties. Finally, Elena exemplifies women who have sufficient support and leverage in a network despite being limited and surrounded by members of inefficient populations, which are defined as not having an adequate level of SPAs to offer social modeling. I demonstrate how self-propelling agency can appear just when a woman most needs reinforcement and, through social persuasion and modeling, put her back on track toward social mobility.

The leverage ties in this chapter are SPAs and represent the social efficiency of this population. The fact that most of the women in the study had networks characterized by support and leverage, while living in areas of concentrated poverty, is significant. Their stories can teach us much about how low-income individuals navigate their environments, which are known to be full of constraints, to become socially mobile.

Networks of Support and Leverage

Diagram 6 illustrates Camila’s personal network. Much of the literature on urban poverty has described the importance of family and fictive kin in the provision of support (Belle 1982; Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Stack 1997). Sometimes, kin are the only people poor families can rely on, especially in high-poverty neighborhoods where resources are stretched thin and residents are often distrustful of neighbors (Rainwater 1970). Because of discrimination, segregation, and individual tendencies for homophily, most people have only homogeneous social relations (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). In other words, they only know others who are like them and have access to the same level of resources (Wilson 1987). These homogeneous social relations have significant economic consequences (Massey 1990; Wacquant and Wilson 1989). While they add to the opportunity structure in higher income circles, they limit the information and resources of low-income people. Meanwhile, segregation and concentrated poverty make it difficult to develop relationships that manifest heterogeneity—those between people from different social locations who have different access to information (Moody 2001; Wilson 1987, 1996). Recent studies also suggest that family and kin support have begun to erode in poor neighborhoods as the economic situation has continued to deteriorate, particularly for African Americans, who have been subject to chronic financial deprivations over consecutive generations (Belle 1982; Roschelle 1997; Domínguez and Watkins 2003). Researchers have found that social relations in contexts of poverty can also be draining due to the excessive needs related to poverty (Belle 1983; Menjívar 2000).

DIAGRAM 6. Camila’s social network
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Circle = Females
Triangles = Males
Size refers to the degree of centrality or a measure that gives a rough indication of the social power of a node (tie) based on how well it “connects” the network.
Color from lightest to darkest in intensity of importance of particular tie. Marisa and Nancy are both central and very important in Camila’s network. Sister Magdalena, Raul and Nelly acted as leveraging and bridging ties. Sharon, Felicia and Mary are friends.

There is little research on how structure influences the culture and family support of Latin American immigrants. A noteworthy exception is Menjívar’s (2000) study of Salvadoran immigrants in San Francisco, which shows that family support eroded under conditions of extreme economic scarcity. This chapter demonstrates, through Camila’s story, how the families of Latin American immigrant women are members of efficient populations, which offer them networks of support and leverage that position them socially to get ahead.

“It Was All for the Better”: The Process of Immigration

As soon as one exits the Broadway station in South Boston on the Red Line of the subway,” it is obvious that South Boston is an Irish American neighborhood; its establishments, bars, and restaurants display shamrocks, an unofficial cultural symbol of Ireland (Bryan and McIntosh 2005). I called Camila before leaving the subway station to make sure that she was home.1 As I made a right turn down B Street, the area became residential, with lower- and middle-class properties.2 A couple of blocks away, just as I spotted the West Broadway housing development, the houses become more dilapidated. West Broadway is a renovated housing development, resembling the three-story brick buildings common in this area, but it consists of duplex townhouses with separate entrances, intermingled with regular single-story apartments with common entrances. As I walked through the development on an early evening in November 2000, I encountered many people coming home from work and heard hip-hop and salsa music in the background.

When I arrived at the house that Camila shares with her parents and some siblings, her mother, Nancy, answered the door. Nancy is a tall, attractive woman with long black hair. She invited me in, and I sat down in the living room. There are many ornaments in the house, as well as a three-piece living room set covered with thick plastic. I saw family pictures on top of the shelves and a television. I also see a picture of Camila’s sister’s wedding and another of her graduation. Nancy excuses herself to finish cooking for her children, who come home at dinnertime even though they have moved away. As time passed, I realized that this nightly family dinner helps the family remain together. Generally, family routines and rituals are associated with marital satisfaction, adolescents’ sense of personal identity, children’s health, academic achievement, and stronger family relationships (Fiese et al. 2002).

Camila was born in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic, where she remembers living in a neighborhood with family and friends nearby. When she was three years old, her parents moved to the United States. Camila stayed behind with her grandmother until she was five, when her parents brought her to New York City, a well-known Dominican destination. Like Camila’s parents, many immigrants who move to the United States leave their children behind with relatives, sometimes for ten years or more (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2003). In Camila’s case, her grandmother and mother shared mothering duties transnationally for the first five years of Camila’s life. This transnational co-parenting created for Camila a sense of belonging in the Dominican Republic and of having family she trusted. As do many children and adolescents who immigrate, Camila remembers the significance of that transition, which colors the lens through which she understands her world as an immigrant:

I don’t remember my parents much in Santo Domingo. It was weird for me because I had never felt that cold and snow [in New York] . . . my mother put this huge coat on me and it was such a big city. I was sad to leave friends, family, and my grandmother. I really missed her. . . . they were just waiting for the paperwork to get through. It was all for the better. In the Dominican Republic there are no opportunities, you can work hard and get nowhere. You can’t make much. My cousin Eva, she has a college education, and you know that she makes less than what I make working part-time at Sunny Bread. I really think it was for the better.3

Camila has come to terms with the reasons for her family’s migration to the United States, and she feels fortunate to have opportunities that her cousin back home lacks. This binational comparison is consistent with the dual frame of reference (Suárez-Orozco 1989) through which immigrants compare opportunities in their former home with those in the United States when assessing ongoing experiences and planning. Many immigrants use a dual frame of reference as a tool that justifies their immigration and motivates them to strive in the new country. This is particularly true for women who evaluate their current situation in comparison to the one they left behind. The comparison usually makes them feel liberated in their new context (Bhachu 1986; Foner 1986), as does Camila when she compares herself to her cousin in the Dominican Republic.

Immigrating to the United States was undoubtedly difficult for Camila’s parents and older siblings, who had stronger ties to the Dominican Republic, but their loss is somewhat mitigated by the proximity of the island. Other women with support and leverage networks, such as Marcela, who is from Puerto Rico, and Nina and Martina, who are from the Dominican Republic, are able to go back to their countries of origin as necessary. But Julia, Solana, and Eva cannot go back to El Salvador so easily (particularly Eva, who is undocumented), so their capacity to negotiate the loss of family ties as part of settlement is more complicated than that of Camila and her family. For me, losing the connection to my large extended family was the single most costly component of my own exile and consequent immigrant existence.

As Camila explains, immigration is extremely stressful as individuals leave their families and familiar surroundings and encounter new cultures and different languages. For some immigrants, particularly women, the separation from loved ones can be traumatic (Pedraza 1991). It is common for conflict to develop in marital relationships when the support networks of family and friends are left behind and culturally determined gender roles begin to change. Under conditions of extreme scarcity, close family ties are broken, and families suffer (Menjívar 2000). Unbeknownst to Camila, her own parents suffered from broken ties. They separated for some time, and Roberto, her father, remained in New York City while Nancy and the children moved to Boston. Camilla recalled:

To tell you the truth, sometimes my dad would be in the parlor, quiet, and my mom would be in the kitchen with her eyes all red, but I would never get what was going on. I was in my own little world. I never really thought about my parents having problems, they always kept it from me. . . . back then I had no idea, I thought we were a happy family. My father was pretty distant, not someone to talk to. When we moved from New York to Boston, my father stayed behind with one of my brothers. This is from the time I was seven until I was about eleven, he remained in New York. . . . we always thought that he was there to work.

Nancy and the children stayed with family in the Jamaica Plain neighborhood (which was a Latin American immigrant destination in Boston in the seventies and eighties) until they were able to secure a placement in the West Broadway housing development in South Boston when Camila was eight years old.

There, Nancy and the children became Latino pioneers, because South Boston was an Irish American–defended neighborhood (Domínguez 2005; Lehr and O’Neill 2000; MacDonald 2000; O’Connor 1988). Camila told me, “When we moved here, girls used to tease us . . . they would spit on the ground and call us spics.” On one occasion, Camila and her sister Marisa were playing basketball, and “these white girls came over and told us to leave, that we didn’t belong here.” Marisa fought back, and from then on the girls left them alone: “My sister was going to karate school and she just started kicking, that girl thought she was so bad, and my sister basically kicked her butt.” Caught in the heightened affect of the story, which marked her childhood, Camila went on, “You know that there was a race riot here, right?” Of the ten women in the study from South Boston, Camila was the only one who had grown up there and personally experienced the race riot of 1993, which she described as follows:

It was like 150 people, mostly older guys that were involved. We all stayed inside the house there was so much hatred. My parents did not know what to say to us. It is so hard to explain things that are not right. How would I explain that to Miranda [her daughter]? I would try and explain that not everyone thinks the same way as you do, and one has to learn to live with others who may not like you. . . . one day they will pay for what they are doing, one needs to enjoy life and smile. They do not like to see you smile. This gets them more aggravated; let them drown in their own frustration.

The experience of discrimination and ethnic hatred has marked Camila, who understands the need to live peacefully with others who might not like her, but at the same time feels gratification from their frustration and thoughts of payback. It was in this racially antagonistic environment that Camila and her siblings settled in United States as immigrants. This hostile context affected the boys more violently than the girls, and Camila’s brothers, including Ramón, “got into a lot of fights.” This unfriendly context also limited the social ties with neighbors and community members for the whole family. Yet there were dedicated human service workers who played the role of bridges reaching out to the immigrant population. These bridges knew that the neighborhood was antagonistic to integrating public housing by court order and worked to connect the newcomers to the services they needed (Domínguez 2010).

“She Would Come to the House to Let Us Know”: Bridges

One of the dedicated bridges in South Boston was Sister Magdalena, who worked for a Catholic social service organization and helped Latin American families. Sister Magdalena who appears in the lower right section of diagram 6 connected to Camila’s mother, father, and brother, had spent several years in Latin America. When I first interviewed her and asked about the experiences that lead her to work with immigrants, she responded:

I think that in the years I lived in South America, I developed a sense of how it felt to be an immigrant, . . . and you know that I grew up in Charlestown [a neighborhood in Boston], so I know what these folks are like here in South Boston. I used to run a support group for wives of Southie men who were not from South Boston. This just tells you what the implications are for minorities here. I know that South Boston is resourcerich, and my job is to get Latinos to those resources.

As a bilingual and bicultural Catholic nun, Sister Magdalena evoked tremendous respect and trust in the growing Latin American community in public housing. This growth was occurring in the context of forced integration and defended neighborhood reaction. The Irish American residents of South Boston had struggled against integration to defend their ethnic identity and ethnic neighborhood, and the neighborhood’s exclusionary history prompted Sister Magdalena and others to self-initiate bridging.

Camila often spoke about Sister Magdalena when talking about her childhood experiences in South Boston. She explained how Sister Magdalena got her involved in an experience that helped her develop into an SPA:

She would come to the house to let us know about Unity Day, you know the celebration every summer . . . she also told us about the programs to get toys for Christmas. Then she is the one that got me into the young entrepreneurs club . . . it was a club that taught us how to produce and market products. It was just me and my brother and all the rest were white kids. We learned to make jewelry and then took a trip to New York City to buy the supplies. It was really awesome. Then I came back and sold the jewelry to area businesses. I learned so much on that trip.

Sister Magdalena also helped Camila and her brother get involved with the Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship, an organization that provides entrepreneurship education to young people from low-income communities. Camila credits that program with presenting several opportunities and teaching her the power of social relations:

[It] taught me to see how business takes place and how I could start something and make it happen all the way by getting the right information, you know. It is like people . . . knowing the right people . . . that is what helps to get what you need done. It taught me that I can do what I set my mind to do.

Because Sister Magdalena acted in an individualized and self-initiated fashion, I call her a spontaneous bridge. Camila was one of the young people who benefited from this spontaneous bridge.4 In addition, Sister Magdalena was integrating a minority population into a majority community and playing the role of an integrative bridge, bringing dissimilar populations together with the objective of integration. Bridges like Sister Magdalena are instrumental to the opportunity structure of individuals who live in poor communities and to the viability of diverse neighborhoods. These bridges can be strong or weak ties, and they can offer support, but their objective is to open up the opportunity structure across race and other statuses. In this study, I learned how bridges became significant members of networks that contain support- and/or leverage-providing ties and spread self-propelling agency.

Teenage Pregnancy and Transnational Family Support

Being subjected to racial and ethnic harassment and violence was difficult for the family. According to Camila, “My brothers had it rough here, my parents tried to do the right thing but it was hard.” The right thing included sending the children back to the Dominican Republic to be with family during the summer months. For many minority families who live in poverty, sending children away to spend the summer with family in rural areas or countries of origin is a good alternative to the street influences of poor neighborhoods (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008). As Josefa’s story in chapter 1 demonstrated, this informal means of support also helps maintain family relationships, reinforces cultural ties, and facilitates adherence to the culture of origin and an immigrant identity (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008; Viruell-Fuentes 2007).

As she became a teenager, Camila began to spend summers away with relatives in the Dominican Republic. Her parents hoped that these trips would help her maintain a positive trajectory. Consequently, “everybody felt betrayed” when during one of these trips, Camila found out that she was pregnant. She was fifteen years old. She told me, “At the time, I was modeling . . . a New York agency had picked me and they had cut my hair. . . . they were developing a portfolio and we were so excited . . . when this happened. . . . everyone was so upset with me. I let everyone down.” Her parents felt that by having a baby and giving up on her modeling career, Camila would miss an opportunity to succeed economically. Indeed, substantial research correlates early motherhood with lower educational attainment and poverty (Hoffman, Foster, and Furstenberg 1993).5

Camilla recalled, “My parents thought I was too young, and they thought I would ruin my modeling opportunity . . . but I could not do it. . . . They wanted me to have an abortion, but I could not bring myself to ignore that I had a baby inside.” To complicate matters, the father of the baby refused to accept responsibility, and her family “never stops throwing it back in my face.” Every time she needs something or things do not go as expected, they remind her that she let them down. Camila faced a difficult situation with her parents, but the early childhood years and the summers that Camila spent in the Dominican Republic allowed her to develop strong relationships with other family members whose support became vital in resolving this serious problem. Amelia, one of Camila’s aunts who lived in the Dominican Republic, intervened and asked the girl’s parents to accept that Camila was going to have a baby.

Growing up in public housing has placed Camila, a young Latin American woman, in a very disadvantaged social location. This location presents young girls who get pregnant with two opposing views on their behavior. One view is that girls who live in poverty act irresponsibly when they get pregnant, and that they do so because they prefer to collect welfare payments rather than work (Murray 1994). This view was the basis for the 1996 Welfare Reform Act, which limited welfare benefits for low-income mothers while requiring them to work; the act often resulted in young mothers earning low wages while leaving their children’s care to unknown individuals in unsafe environments (Bane and Ellwood 1996; Fuller et al. 2002). The other view, supported by research, considers the disadvantaged social location of minority women who live in concentrated areas of poverty without opportunities (Hannerz 2004; Raley 1999). Those who subscribe to this view conclude that the lack of opportunity has existed over several generations and has led many women to develop frames that are consistent with those of women in nonindustrialized societies, where being a mother is the highest status a woman can attain (Edin and Kefalas 2005).

Other scholars propose yet another view on early motherhood based on social and cultural capital. A case in point is Fernández-Kelly (1994), who through ethnographic research with African American young women concluded that as young people come of age in low-income communities, they do not have access to individuals who get ahead through education and hard work. Because the young people’s networks are homogeneous, they lack access to diversified information about trajectories with positive outcomes. Without access to opportunities, thinking about them makes little sense, and in the absence of bridges connecting them to opportunities, having a baby is one personal resource they can control. Having a baby is also one way to move from childhood to womanhood in a context where developmental tasks toward adulthood, like graduation from high school and college, are not what they are to young people growing up in middle-class environments.

None of these views completely explains Camila’s early pregnancy. The first view does not explain Camila’s behavior because neither she nor her family has any history with welfare related to motherhood. The second view also fails to explain Camila’s behavior because she has access to opportunities and wants to get ahead. Finally, a social and cultural capital framework such as Fernández-Kelly’s does not explain Camila’s behavior, but it does highlight how poverty affects immigrants differently than it does other people who live in low-income neighborhoods. As immigrants, Camila and her family members have not been subjected to several generations of limited opportunities that hamper frames. On the contrary, Camila had many opportunities, including the possibility of modeling. And unlike the young women that Fernández-Kelly (1994) highlights in her essay, Camila had access to heterogeneity in social networks and to bridges that opened opportunities for her.

While the conventional views on early pregnancy do not completely explain Camila’s behavior, the primary explanation for her pregnancy appears to be lack of basic sex information. She said to me, “My mother never told me anything about sex. . . . I did not know anything about it. Nobody ever talked about it.” Ignorant of sexual health and contraceptives, Camila got pregnant after her first and only sexual experience with the baby’s father.6

For young women, facing the responsibility of having a child can be either empowering or disenfranchising—and in some cases, both (Smith Battle 2000). Social location (where class, race, sexuality, and gender intersect) often determines results. For Camila, young motherhood was empowering because she set out to prove that her decision would not derail her future.

“Later On, I Could Say, Yes, That Is My Boyfriend”

For many women, “abandonment is perhaps the most painful response to the news of a pregnancy” (Edin and Kefalas 2005, 56). Many low-income young women suffer intense conflict and depression. Camila, however, was motivated to “show my parents and everyone that they were wrong and I was going to be all right.”

Confronting challenges and achieving goals in the process is one of the ways that self-efficacy and empowerment are reinforced (Bandura 1994; Gutiérrez and Lewis 1999). One of Camila’s challenges was dealing with medical providers, and she accepted the challenge by heeding medical advice even when she felt that she was treated as if she were “stupid.” She recalled, “They would tell me all this stuff that was common sense . . . they even had a counselor come in at the end of each medical visit to chat with me. At first I was okay with it . . . then I resented it. . . . she kept after information that was hard for me to deal with like being so young and not having the father of the baby around.”

Camila also suffered rejection by school peers and felt bad about not having a man with her during the medical visits. She was happy when her male friend Francisco started to come with her and ultimately became her boyfriend. “At first, they would ask me, is that the father of the baby? And I would say, No, he is just a friend, and then later on I could say, yes, that is my boyfriend.” Her facial expression displayed relief as she explained that she had a man she could rely on who could fulfill others’ expectations and minimize the pressure she felt. In situations like this, having the support of a significant other was extremely helpful.

Providing support at such a difficult time, especially because Camila was carrying another young man’s baby, was an extraordinary act for Francisco, who was fifteen years old at that time. Francisco’s interest in Camila prompted him to take on the role of father without fully knowing what would be in store for him. He accompanied Camila through the pregnancy and continued to see her and Miranda, her daughter, who has known him as her father. Francisco’s actions allowed Miranda to grow up with a father and thus avoid the developmental struggles that can result from not having a father figure and from lack of legitimacy (Black, Dubowitz, and Starr 1999; Fagan and Iglesias 1999; Jaffee et al. 2003).

Francisco is also a second-generation Dominican immigrant. He comes from a middle-class background, and his family owns property in the Jamaica Plain neighborhood in Boston. Francisco’s father is a transnational businessperson who conducts business and political work in the Dominican Republic, and Francisco’s sister, Lucy, attended Smith College. Because they had access to opportunities different from those in low-income neighborhoods, Francisco’s family contributed to the heterogeneity and social modeling in Camila’s network.

Francisco’s presence and support also allowed Camila to avoid the potential need to develop strategies to identify a father figure for Miranda. These strategies could have included recruiting the biological father despite his abandonment, or another intimate connection that she could count on to bring legitimacy. Researchers have found that these two types of recruitments for father figures are extremely exhausting for low-income mothers and often put women at risk for abuse or gaps in material or caregiving support; a minority of women will recruit nonintimate men like coworkers as father figures who provide essential support such as emergency short-term child care (Roy and Burton 2007).

Because she was so young at the time of her pregnancy, Camila was subject to agency-based interventions. While they are usually advanced with the best intentions, these interventions can produce shame and stigma on several levels. As Camila expressed it, “I knew that I had done something wrong, I didn’t need for them to tell me.” Camila was ashamed of her behavior, which was considered deviant. She also felt shame because agency workers believed she lacked the maturity to face the consequences of pregnancy. While Camila could rely on support from her family and Francisco to turn this shame into the energy she needed to prove them wrong, other young women without adequate support might instead feel disenfranchised by the agency workers’ narrative of shame (Smith Battle 2000). Shaming the teen can cause disenfranchisement and postpartum depression (Beck 2006; Dennis and Chung-Lee 2006). Some service models take into account the support systems available to the teen and adopt empowerment-based interventions known to be culturally responsive to low-income minority women (Gutiérrez and Lewis 1999).

Family Support

After Miranda was born, Camila was hospitalized for one week with postpartum complications. Within two weeks, Camila was back in school. “Everybody was surprised; they couldn’t believe that I was at school. . . . I was really skinny and they could see that I was struggling.” Needing some help, Camila participated in a yearlong program for young parents at Children’s Hospital and found that experience “valuable.” One lesson she learned was to be very careful about trusting others to care for her daughter. This lesson came to bear on the first child care arrangement Camila used for her daughter.

I took [Miranda] out of there because I came to pick her up early one day and I could hear her crying all the way from the street. When I reached the apartment, the door was open and Miranda was crying, still on the car seat, the same place I had left her; she was wearing the same clothes I left her with, and her diaper was ready to pop. I realized that the babysitter was in the kitchen smoking and on the phone talking, with her back to Miranda. I waited a bit and realized she was having a conversation. I picked up the baby and never went back. . . . She called me a couple of days later asking me about Miranda . . . can you believe it? And I explained my decision, and that was that. I can’t believe that she left the door open and that anybody could have picked up my baby and left with her. I took her to another lady but I didn’t like her either. My mother stopped working and started to care for Miranda at home. It has been this way ever since.

This experience offers a glimpse into the difficulties and nightmares that many low-income mothers face in trying to find adequate child care arrangements.7 For Camila, family support offered the solution to this problem as Nancy began to care for Miranda and, later on, for her other grandchildren as well.8 Most parents, like Camila, prefer having kin rather than strangers help with child care (Hofferth et al. 1991), but many parents must trust their children to strangers because they have no other options. In Not-So-Nuclear Families, Hansen (2005) dispels the notion that American families are nuclear, independent, and individually self-reliant, despite cultural beliefs. Instead, she demonstrates that having children makes Americans more interdependent, since they have to develop new networks to fulfill their child care and child-rearing needs. Nevertheless, Hansen’s participants continue to manifest an independent and self-reliant sense of self. Hansen explains that while immigrants and low-income parents have always counted on others for child care, this need has now expanded to the American middle class.

In the case of immigrants, that need has always been accompanied by cultural values that help kin feel gratified when they help care for children. Camila belongs to an immigrant family that values extended family, and their interdependence flows from that value. This interdependence prompted Nancy to combine work and family in a way that allowed her to earn an income and care for her grandchildren by becoming a family day care provider. With an underlying sense of agency, Nancy took cultural values (extended family and interdependence) and turned them to a cultural asset (in the context of limited child care options) to meet a structural need (to make an income to survive).

At first, Nancy’s involvement with Miranda was problematic for Camila, who resented that Miranda called Nancy “Mama.” Miranda’s use of the word Mama indicated to Camilla that Nancy was the emotional parent, and Camila felt very uncomfortable with this idea (Apfel and Seitz 1991). Camila had to work hard to spend more time at home and become the center of her daughter’s life, but the family support continued to be vital, allowing Camila to work and go to school.

One summer I approached Camila’s house and noticed tomatoes and other vegetables in the small front yard. Camila explained that her father, Roberto, had planted them. As soon as I entered the house, I noticed other changes. There was a crib in the hallway, an additional couch, and a baby walker. Remembering that Nancy had gotten her family day care license a few months earlier, I asked Camila if she had activated it. Camila told me that her mother had started caring for children three weeks earlier and that she already had five. She needed one more, and she was receiving calls. “She’s even getting calls from white ladies,” a fact that surprised Camila, given her experience with race relations in South Boston.

Adding a twist to the literature on the role of grandparents, Nancy demonstrated her own self-propelling agency by developing a way to care for her grandchildren by becoming self-employed. In this way, she was able to continue supporting her family while earning a living. The other surprise was that Camila’s father, who had been joining the family for dinner all along, had reconciled with Nancy and moved back into the house. “Yeah, it is really nice; you know . . . they are acting like they just met. . . . It is so cute and my mom is happy. . . . I am so happy for her.”

Family support continued to be vital to Camila’s development. After finishing high school, Camila began taking courses at Massachusetts Bay Community College, where she paid $565 for tuition. Camila continued this pace for a year while working full-time and getting good grades. What made it possible for her to be in school then? As she explained, “Well, I am living with my mother, and it’s more convenient for me. I can go straight to school, and I don’t have to go anywhere and pick up Miranda. I pay my mother for rent $100 per month but not for day care. I buy stuff she may need but, no, I don’t have to pay her. I give her $50.00 per week for food.” Thus, Camila’s basic needs like food, shelter, and child care cost her $300 per month. In this sense, her family-based support network is extremely important in helping her meet her survival needs and in leaving her time to look for better preschools and do the work for her own college courses. Without family support, Camila would have had a much more difficult time finishing high school and going to college, and her energy would be devoted mostly to meeting survival needs.

This type of family-based support compensates for the losses that single parents often endure (Kasinitz et al. 2008). Current literature concludes that families play an instrumental role in the support networks of younger mothers who live in extended households (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Rexroat 1990). Living in extended households with supportive families allows young mothers to leave their children at home, avoid potentially worrisome child care arrangements outside the family, and avoid time-consuming transportation. For these reasons, young mothers benefit most when living with extended family (Kahn and Berkowitz 1995). The Latin American women I studied illustrate the efforts that families make to maintain solidarity and to obtain social support through reciprocal exchanges. Only Nina, a second-generation Dominican woman whose story is presented in chapter 1, was not able to count on family because of significant family conflict.

“I Know Exactly What I Have to Do All the Way Up the Ladder to Manager”: Leverage from Strong Ties

Camila graduated from high school while working at Sunny Bread bakery. It was at this time in her life that I met her as part of my participation in Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three City Study. When she told me about her job, she said: “I feel exploited by them; I am working too hard and earning too little. I really want to be in school. . . . I wanted to go to U-Mass but they require the SATs. Bunker Hill Community College doesn’t, so I signed up, and I am awaiting tuition aid notification. I am not sure what I am going to do, but I know that school will improve my career chances.” Here, Camila demonstrates a developing critical consciousness about exploitation (Freire 2000; Lukacs 1972). Camila’s job at Sunny Bread allowed her to realize that her position, like many entry-level service positions, did not provide an economically viable future, and she knew that she needed more education to get ahead.

While Camila knew that education is important to opportunity structure, she had hit another barrier: standardized tests. Camila felt disempowered when faced with the standardized tests that many criticize as replicating the inequalities of the public school system (Oakes 2005). Without the SAT, Camila and others negotiate their education in different ways, such as working full-time while attending community college. Many of these students borrow money for community college while working in low-wage jobs; the result is often mounting debt and no college degree (Stack 2001).

I knew that Camila had left Sunny Bread when I saw three big balloons in the living room. “They gave those to me as a going-away gift, see that big butterfly? They gave me that and those roses too.” It was clear that her coworkers were going to miss her. Her job at Sunny Bread, located in a busy medical center in Boston, allowed Camila to interact with professionals who could serve as informal role models and SPAs. Camila valued this opportunity, but like many other entry-level service jobs, hers had no possibility of advancement. Camila decided it was time to move on. Her sister Marisa, who worked at an investment firm, suggested that she look for a job at a financial institution, so Camila began to search for employment opportunities in area banks. I was with her one afternoon when she dropped off an application at a bank where she knew a man named Raul through her brother Ramón.

I was so excited! I updated my résumé, I searched the Internet and downloaded an application, and I filled it out and took it in the very next morning. Raul [the contact person] was shocked. He had me take a test, and I was surprised that the answers were in the back of the test. When I was done, he had stepped out, so I called him the next day to make sure that he had gotten the application and the test, and I told him about the answers in the back of the test. He said, “Oh, I knew about that.” Then he said, “Like, you didn’t look, right?” This made me really angry, and I told him no, but I didn’t like that at all. Plus, he had told me that he wanted to hire a Latina and did not stop looking at me. He told me that since I had so much experience that I would be able to rapidly move up to customer service and that he would call me the next day. . . . I waited for a few days and then found out he was on vacation.

Camila felt that she was not being taken seriously, and she did not like the way the bank contact looked at her, or that he had put the answers in the back of the test. Camila was puzzled by Raul’s actions and hurt by his question: “Did he think that I couldn’t do that stupid test?” Like Camila, many young women experience similar situations in which they are reduced to their bodies through stereotypes and treated in disrespectful ways when applying for or working at a job. The mamacita stereotype of Latinas implies that they are sexually available, immoral, “cheap,” and, according to Lopez (2003), “akin to [the] Jezebel stereotype of African American women” (186). As Collins (1990) explains, these controlling images are used to justify the exploitation and subordination of women.

The same day as the job interview at the bank, Camila told me that Marisa had a friend, Nelly, with a contact at a bank in Brookline. The location and potential for growth in that institution excited Camila, who took advantage of Nelly’s willingness to help her secure a position in a bank located in a multicultural, middle and upper-middle-class neighborhood. The new job offered room for advancement and the opportunity to interact with a professional clientele, as well as a socioeconomically and racially heterogeneous group of coworkers. It did not take long for Camila to set her sights on the bank’s higher ranks, recognizing that it was crucial for her to connect with well-positioned coworkers. She told me:

I know exactly what I have to do to go up the ladder all the way to branch manager. . . . first you are a teller then customer representative; you know . . . the ones with their own area and desk. Then you can move up to assistant manager, then manager, and lastly branch manager. My manager already told me that after six months I’ll be ready to move up to customer rep. I am the first to finish, I am always even,9 and customers like me. I go to lunch every day [sometimes with the assistant manager], that’s how I got to be friends with the assistant manager.

This statement displays Camila’s self-propelling agency. Had she stayed at Sunny Bread making close to minimum wage, her future advancement would probably have stagnated.

Stack’s (2001) study of school-to-work transition among low-income people found that many held on to the hope that minimum-wage jobs would lead them out of poverty, sometimes in spite of serious letdowns by management, who often asked for total dedication, which prevented employees from going to school. As a result, the young people would end up owing money on educational loans and working for low wages. Stack’s study demonstrates that fast-food and other low-wage jobs level ambitions and opportunities. At Sunny Bread, for example, Camila regularly worked thirty hours per week while going to school, and she felt exploited in her position. But by having the opportunity for support and leverage from their strong ties, Camila and others were able to get the advice and mentorship they needed. These opportunities were embedded in the heterogeneity of their social networks. Relationships with SPAs were missing in Stack’s study, whereas such ties allowed Camila and others to choose wisely by working in positions that paid better than minimum wage and provided opportunities for advancement and promotion in financial, health care, and government institutions.

Stack (2007) points out that “middle-class kids typically experience late adolescence while they are at college, which is an institutional framework designed especially to protect them and promote their development. In the inner city, kids in their late teens and early twenties are trying to complete their growing up without institutional supports, other than fast-food outlets and urban schools” (24). As a result, many young people of color cannot develop adequately.

Camila, like the other women with this type of network, avoided the fate of many young people of color in poor neighborhoods by choosing jobs that offered potential for growth and institutional support for further development. After some time and her disappointment at being passed over, Camila received a promotion to customer service representative. As she excitedly explained, “Now I have my own desk. Cool. The place is very nice . . . my desk is huge. I’m working in a super neighborhood at another branch.” Having worked hard and learned from her bosses, Camila was eyeing the next possible home and promotion. All the while, she has been continuing her college courses, taking advantage of the tuition reimbursement that is part of her job benefits.

Camila explained to me, “I was originally going to go to Mass Bay Community College, and now I think it would work out in the evenings for business administration.” The commute would require her to have a car. She has a permit, and her brother Ramón and Francisco are teaching her to drive. “My brother was resistant at first,” she said, “but now he wants to be the one to teach me.” I asked her about the financial implications of owning a car, and she told me that everyone was telling her that it was a bad idea. We talked about insurance, maintenance, and gas. She finished by saying that maybe she could use her mother’s car now that she was home in the evenings.

“They Tell Me That with Education I Can’t But Go Further”

Despite being a young mother, Camila continued to work and take courses toward her degree. She transferred credits from Massachusetts Bay to the New England College of Finance, where tuition was included in her job as a benefit. “Once I complete my associate’s [degree],” she explained, “the bank will continue to pay for my school at one of the schools that they are partners with, Bentley, [Boston University], or Northeastern.” At the same time, Camila developed other sources of support from friendships she fostered at the job in a high-income neighborhood in Boston. Mary and Felicia are second-generation Dominicans, and Sharon is African American. All three girlfriends (shown in the left side of diagram 6) were combining work and school. They helped one another with ideas and resources related to studies and parenting. According to Camila, “It is nice that we are all in the same situation, and that is very helpful.” Although Camila had moved out of the family home and neighborhood, she continued to rely on her mother, who took care of her new baby, for childcare. In addition, Camila enriched her network through friends she met at work who were SPAs and became social models. Camila’s job also provided her with access to coworkers in management positions who encouraged her further development and provided visible models of success. As she said, “They are always telling me that with further education I can’t but go further. . . . Mary, Felicia, and Sharon are listening and they are also going further in education.” This type of work-based leverage is significant in providing low-income young people with new ideas and motivation to succeed. Businesses like the one that employed Camila illustrate how such motivation has concrete rewards.

In a recent conversation, Camila explained that she had received a promotion to assistant manager at the main branch. Camila is well on her way to reaching the goal she set at age nineteen: becoming a branch manager. She told me, “Do you know that they gave me an award. . . . it is for such ‘strong dedication and leadership’. . . . they gave it to me at a party they had for me. Can you believe it?” Camila’s story illustrates how she benefited from a network with strong family and significant other support. This network was remarkable because it included heterogeneous strong ties, work-based ties, and spontaneous integrative bridges. Her sister Marisa and her brother Ramón had connections to employers that opened doors for Camila. Marisa is particularly significant because she has a college degree and works in the financial sector and has also supported Camila by taking courses with her.10

Despite the positive experiences Camila had with leveraging ties at work, she also faced discrimination from ties that otherwise could have helped her access opportunities. Generally speaking, exposure to diverse people opens the opportunity for better education, employment, and health and a sense of control over one’s life (Erickson 2003), but mere exposure does not guarantee bridging. Bridging is successful only when the person holding the opportunity is willing to share it. For example, Camila developed a friendship with a potential bridge, a coworker at the bank who also had a young daughter. As Camila explained:

She has her daughter in a ballet class right here in Brookline. I was so glad, thinking that finally I would get Miranda into ballet, you know. Remember how I told you before that I could never get her into the classes in South Boston? So I talked to her about it and finally asked her for information, and she kept telling me that she would bring me a brochure, but she never did. I asked her for the address and phone number, and she told me she didn’t remember. I do not know why she did that, you know. She wanted to make me feel like Miranda is not good enough or something. Like at five, she is already being discriminated against? Does she really think that her daughter is better than mine?

Camila, who was developing a sense of critical consciousness and group belonging, comes to terms with the power that individuals exercise in limiting opportunities for those from lower-income or racially and/or ethnically different backgrounds. Critical consciousness and group belonging are two aspects of the psychological transformation that leads to empowerment (Gutiérrez and Lewis 1999). Camila realized where she stood within the socioeconomic system and understood that either immigrant status or ethnic background is used to justify that social location. She also understood that she was singled out because she was Latin American. This coworker represented a dissimilar tie with the potential for bridging, yet she chose to exclude Camila and her daughter. As Camila demonstrates, access to dissimilar ties is an important ingredient in leveraging from one social world to another. Completing the action depends, however, on the willingness and attitude of the individual bridge. This aspect of social networks has broad repercussions, yet it is largely undertheorized and requires further research.

Something other than immigrant status or ethnicity could have affected the interaction between Camila and her coworker. Class could also be at play, given the vast differences between life in middle- to upper-class neighborhoods and life in public housing. But Camila, like most of the women in the study who were first-generation residents in public housing, did not feel the stigma attached to living in public housing that significantly impacts residents and distorts their sense of self-image (Vale 2000). The women I studied did not feel this stigma because none thought of public housing as a permanent living arrangement, and many had moved away from it by the end of the study.

Shortly after her disappointing experience with her coworker, Camila was passed her over for promotion, even though she had received the best evaluations and was training new employees.11 Being passed over and experiencing the refusal to bridge helped Camila come to terms with her social location in ways that allowed her to maintain her motivation and hope. In this way, Camila provides us with a glimpse into the difficulty that confronts minority young people who suffer discrimination because of an ascribed characteristic they cannot control. Camila never tied her social location to being passed over for promotion, but she struggled to figure out the possible reasons behind the event for several months during our interactions. Promotions did eventually come for Camila and renewed her determination to further her career. Yet, this type of episode could create contextual triggers that invoke the possibility of discrimination. African Americans, Native Americans, and Chicanos or Mexican Americans of several generations in the United States perceive their exclusion from mobility opportunities immediately, and this can discourage them from trying, while reinforcing resentment against discrimination in a cumulative fashion. This long-reinforced process explains why immigrants pay a high price when they identify with minority marginalization and do not have the support to turn exclusion into empowerment. The internalization of minority marginalization leads to hampering frames that, without intervention, can curtail self-propelling agency and mobility.

While it is clear that internalized oppression exists in both Latin American and native-born minority populations, many immigrants have removed themselves from the contextual triggers of oppression that existed in their country of origin (Domínguez 2010). Contextual triggers are artifacts, symbols, or locations developed through socialization that invoke particularities in frames and bring attention to specific behaviors and are contextually specific. The separation from contextual triggers gives many immigrants a sense of a fresh start in the United States that provides them with a buffer against the internalization of discrimination, at least through the first generation. We can extrapolate that there is a qualitative difference between the internalization of U.S. racism and discrimination that African Americans and other native-born minority populations have experienced without reprieve for several generations, and the experiences of first-generation immigrants who are suffering U.S. racism and discrimination for the first time. After several generations, Latin Americans who live in poverty experience the negative effects of racism and discrimination to a degree that is much closer to that of African Americans.

Despite the important role that family support had played in her life, when Camila turned twenty-one, she began to consider moving out and establishing her own household. She worried about the length of time that Miranda was spending with the extended family and thought that it would be more difficult to move her away from that family if more time passed. Camila also felt the need to establish her own home and have more responsibility for herself and her daughter. Francisco, meanwhile, had supported Camila and Miranda all along and eventually proposed:

We got engaged, I didn’t tell you this? It’s okay, it’s not like it is something that is going to happen soon. But we have been together for four years. That is a long time, and we think that the commitment is secure now. We left it open, there are too many things we have to deal with. We have to plan it and save all this money, and right now, economically it is not so good. My sister is glad; my father said that we were leaving him all alone.

Camila and Francisco talked about moving in together for a long time and finally did so a year later, when Camila became pregnant for the second time. Francisco’s father offered them an apartment he owns, charging them a rent that was below the high market level in Boston. A year later, Camila and Francisco moved to a new apartment in downtown Boston, where they still reside. Moving out of the family home with the increased financial cost would seem risky, especially after the second baby, which is considered detrimental to the prospects of getting out of poverty among low-income young mothers (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, and Morgan 1987; Stevens-Simon and Lowry 1995). Nevertheless, Camila chose to have a second child at that time because she did not want to have children very far apart in age and felt secure in her relationship with Francisco. Consequently, having a second child did not curtail her capacity to be socially positioned to exit poverty.

The relationship between Francisco and Camila is not without its problems. Camila’s self-propelling agency is higher and more focused than Francisco’s, whose employment is much less secure and more vulnerable to market and economic forces. After their daughter, Claudia, was born, Francisco was unemployed for some time and apparently depressed, according to Camila. He was not motivated and did not help Camila with household responsibilities. Camila would arrive home after a long day of work and school and would have to feed the children and clean the house. This situation started to weigh on Camila, who began to lose patience with Francisco. With time, Francisco changed for the better, and the relationship improved. Nevertheless, in our last interchange Camila said that she had not yet agreed to marry him. “I don’t see the need and I am scared. . . . I have seen how married men change.”

Throughout the study, many of the second-generation immigrant women who were socially mobile complained about the lack of support from their male partners and expressed a general dissatisfaction with their lack of aspiration and their controlling dynamics. Rumbaut’s (1999) longitudinal survey of second-generation youth in California and Florida documented this type of gender gap in aspirations and education. One possible explanation for this gap is that antiminority male discrimination discourages agency by the second generation. Immigrant minority men’s public status in the United States is very low because of racism and insecure, low-paying jobs (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Messner 1999). Latin American women also encounter obstacles, but employers consider them to be safer than men when it comes to hiring. This occurs due to the level of negativity that is attributable to minority men and that depicts them as potentially dangerous. These beliefs limit men’s opportunities. Minority women are not seen as potentially violent and are therefore less feared in the society than minority men. The resulting discrepancy in aspirations and education is also evident in African American communities, where women surpass men in getting college degrees (Cross and Slater 2000). Consequently, it is no surprise that only Camila and Martina consistently had significant others despite the fact that they outperformed their partners in education and aspirations.12

Immigrant men feel further challenged when immigrant women make economic gains and erode patriarchal authority. Even though patriarchy gives men the understanding that they are superior to half the population, minority men understand that they are superior only to minority women. This discrepancy is created by hegemonic masculinity, capitalistic patriarchy, and racial and ethnic discriminatory practices. Hegemonic masculinity generally refers to the idea that a culturally normative ideal of male behavior exists that is calculated to guarantee both the dominant position of some men over others and the subordination of women. Hegemonic masculinity is not necessarily the most prevalent form of masculinity, but it is the most socially endorsed (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). The crucial difference between hegemonic masculinity and other masculinities is not the control of women but the control of men and the representation of this control as necessary for “universal social advancement” (Donaldson 1993). Kersten (1996) summed up the core of hegemonic masculinity in patriarchal societies as including procreation as the domain of sexual domination of women and as normative heterosexuality; protection of women as property of men and as practices of physical control of men as enemies; and the provision of goods and food to families and communities that legitimate the exclusion of women from high-status areas (Connell 1995; Gilmore 1990; Kersten 1996).

Minority men most experience the controlling aspect of hegemonic masculinity and often react by displaying aggressive and controlling masculinity as a way to resist other men’s power over them, as well as asserting power and privilege over women (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Messner 1999, 355). While this is a defensive reaction to oppression, the men in turn oppress women. Proponents of hegemonic masculinity point to characteristics such as aggressiveness, strength, drive, ambition, and self-reliance, which they argue are encouraged in males but discouraged in females in contemporary American society, as evidence of its existence. What if the socially mobile second-generation Latin American woman takes over some of these traits? Does this further challenge men, who some would say are left out of hegemonic masculinity, so that their need for aggressive superiority and control of the female is exacerbated? Because minority men are discriminated against within the opportunity structure, they are not able to play the role of provider for their families over and beyond what women can provide. They can, however, continue to procreate and protect, which translates into control of women.

Another variable that contributes to the discrepancy in aspirations and education between second-generation immigrant males and females may have to do with the different roles girls and boys play in the resettlement of the family. While daughters stay home and gain authority by translating medical and financial information for the family, boys in the same family are allowed to run the streets (Valenzuela 1999). The girls can become adultified if their work at home is extensive and unsupervised, but adequate levels of responsibility and supervision provide authority and empowerment and reinforce self-efficacy and agency (Burton 2007). The boys, on the other hand, have the freedom to run the streets, where they can adopt behaviors from marginalized youth, which curtail their prospects. In this sense, the gender-based distribution of children’s roles in immigrant families, which some argue act to emancipate girls (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Valenzuela 1999), can contribute to gendered discrepancies in aspirations and education. The socially mobile, second-generation Latin American immigrant women I encountered in the study had developed frames that extinguished the need to accept or submit to controlling dynamics. These frames create inconsistencies in women’s and men’s views and fuel women’s willingness to look beyond their ethnic group for intimate relationships. As a result, intimate partnering between men and women from Latin American countries weakens.

“Some Had Started Like Me and This Gave Me Hope”

Eva’s story provides another example of work-based leverage. When I met Eva, she was twenty-four years old and had just become a mother for the first time. Eva, who had emigrated from El Salvador only three years before I met her, was undocumented. For this reason, she had the most significant formal barriers to success. Yet she demonstrated her drive to get ahead by getting help from heterogeneous ties she developed while she was working in a private household. While these jobs generally tend to limit access, since they require that the worker be indoors alone and isolated most of the time (Hagan 1998; Zarembka 2002), Eva landed a job as a live-in au pair in the home of a professional Latin American family with a large, active social circle.

Co-ethnic, cross-class linkages like the one between Eva and her employers are mentioned in sociological literature, but some studies focus on top-down relationships with a certain utilitarian bend, suggesting that educated Latinas maintain access to lower-class Latinas to secure access to domestic workers for their families and friends (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001). Other studies have found that when immigrant women are networked into domestic positions, they slowly lose all possibility of developing networks and linkages across ethnic lines. As a result, they do not have access to information that can open doors for them in terms of other jobs or legal immigration status (Hagan 1998).

The situation with Eva exposed different dynamics than those that have been explored in previous studies. While access to these middle-class and professional Latin Americans opened educational opportunities for her, they also opened work opportunities for some of her family members and helped her learn different forms of child discipline. When talking about her family’s employment background, Eva explained:

One of the friends [I met on the job] was this really nice man who was starting his own business and he found out about my uncle . . . so he contracted with my uncle to do the maintenance and cleaning. I was so happy. I was able to help my uncle and aunt and it was them that helped me to come here. This other lady I met gave me her card, and she helped me get English as a second language classes. I went while the kids were in school, and I learned a lot that way. It was a nice job with a nice family, you know. Moreover, I got to meet many Latinos that were doing well. Yo supe que algunos habían empezado igual que yo y sabiendo esto me ayudo mucho . . . me dio esperanza y más razón para esforzarme [I found out that some had started like me and knowing this helped me a lot . . . it gave me hope and reason to keep making an effort].

Intrinsic in this statement is the work of SPAs as social models for Eva. Eva’s story demonstrates that working in people’s homes, as do many Latin American immigrant women with undocumented status, can provide benefits, depending on the employers and their disposition toward the worker. Eva was fortunate to have worked for a professional Latin American family that sympathized with her needs as an undocumented immigrant.

Exposure to her employers also helped Eva with her child-rearing skills. After her baby was born, Eva remembered that she had learned that “to discipline children you figure out what it is that is meaningful for them and you take that away for a while . . . like an Internet game or a particular toy. . . . you do not have to hit them or yell at them. Just take away what they really want to play with.” Learning this type of discipline is critical for immigrants who come from socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds where corporal punishment is accepted and American parenting styles are considered too permissive (Fontes 2002; Lincroft and Resner 2006). Because corporal punishment is generally not acceptable in the United States and may lead to involvement with child welfare workers, alternatives are critical for Latin American parents. Without alternatives, many of these parents lose the ability to discipline their children (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). For Eva, exposure to co-ethnic SPAs provided role modeling that included alternative methods for disciplining that will improve her child-rearing capacity and evade child services involvement.

While Camila’s networks have been heterogeneous since childhood, Elena, a second-generation Afro-Dominican woman, grew up surrounded by homogeneity; everyone else was in the same social location as her. Elena lived at home in a supportive environment with her mother and several siblings.13 Along her trajectory, she lost many relationships, including some that represented heterogeneity and social modeling. Elena grew up very close to her cousins, Emilia and Cristina, but when her cousins met a friend who connected them to Evangelicalism, their relationship suffered. As Elena explained, with a tone of resignation:

The only thing I can say about Emilia . . . she was working as an assistant buyer. She was in a really good position before she resigned. But now . . . she is an advocate. She runs groups at the Christian center. So . . . she is really into these groups, advocating. She started doing this when Ana [her daughter] was one or two years old, she started getting really heavily into it . . . maybe three years ago. She has become really inaccessible. She was the one that I used to get along with the most. She was the youngest, and we used to hang together all the time. Once she became so Christian, we separated. Then Cristina, after she finished at U-Mass, Amherst. We started getting along better and now we are closer. Cristina is also heavily into the religion, but I can relate to her better. Cristina stayed with reality, Emilia went far, and at one point, I did not even see her for months. Everything was about the church, and she is gone like that. I think that Cristina, . . . although she follows it, she knows that she cannot cut family out.

Elena’s case also illustrates how poverty-related issues at the neighborhood level can limit relationships. When listing her friendships, Elena focused heavily on three friends she had developed in high school, college, and work settings, including Isabel, who was her best friend. She said: “Other than that all my other friends I pretty much cut off [laughs] . . . I mean we grew apart. They had different friends . . . a lot of them are either locked up and . . . Some have died and other than that . . . I would say that half are pretty much locked up . . . many have kids . . . so they are not around.” What happened to many of Elena’s friends is happening to youth all over the country who live in high-poverty areas with inadequate schools, violence, criminal activity, and early motherhood. These structural factors have pushed low-income populations into inefficiency by limiting SPAs and social modeling. Elena is remarkable in that she avoided such outcomes and attends college. “I had to surround myself with people who were going somewhere. I had to choose, you know, and I am not staying behind,” said Elena as she described her mother as someone who helps everyone but is not reciprocated, and the many friends in high school who “were going nowhere.” Two relationships that provided social modeling that significantly influenced Elena are those with her cousin Marilyn and her friend Isabel.

Isabel was her best friend, and Elena talked about her with great excitement and admiration. “You know, it’s like Isabel and driving. She has gotten me used to going anywhere. Just getting in that car and go. Before her, I never went far with the car, you know. Now, I will go places. There is no limit to where I can go now.” Isabel was attending college, and Elena joined her, graduating with an associate’s degree and a 3.8 GPA. Marilyn was also a social model and supported Elena’s ambitions to get ahead. Marilyn and Elena had always been close. A few years ago, Marilyn left Boston and went to school at New York University (NYU). Armed with an associate degree, Elena is working to finish her communication degree at NYU. She told me, “That’s why I was in New York every weekend . . . that’s my model, my girl . . . she just did what she needed to do, you know? Everyone thought she wasn’t going to make it . . . but she’s doing what she wants and she is making it happen for herself. . . . She just graduated with a master in organizational management. . . . I am so happy for her, you know? She did it!” Marilyn and Isabel acted as social models, transferring their self-propelling agency to Elena, who otherwise was surrounded by inefficiency. Through those experiences, Elena became conscientious about the power of relationships in supporting her drive to get ahead. Having socially mobile ties has broadened her horizons to the point that she feels she can also succeed. As she commented, “That’s why I want to go to NYU, you know?”

Support- and Leverage-Based Social Position

Elena and Camila represent women who are socially positioned with support and leverage. While Camila started with heterogeneity and access to opportunities while growing up, Elena was able to get the support of other SPAs who modeled how to steer clear of inefficient population ties and move forward. The heterogeneity and access to self-propelling agency in Camila’s and Elena’s social support networks have helped both women push ahead of many others in their social support networks despite challenges related to disadvantaged neighborhoods and low-income families. Both women also lived in supportive family households that did not tax them disproportionately in ways that kept them from taking on available opportunities. As their stories demonstrate, family support helps young women who live in poverty negotiate barriers, relationships, and the social structure to end up with networks characterized by support and leverage, which help to materialize ambitions toward social mobility.

Camila demonstrates how instead of destining her for endless poverty, early motherhood empowered her and reinforced her determination to get ahead. There is no question that family support was vital in her trajectory out of poverty and well into a professional career (Campos et al. 2007). Camila benefited from a frame that needed to justify the struggle her parents endured by coming to the United States. The narrative embedded in that frame provides a blueprint for a trajectory toward advancement. In addition, Camila benefited from the action of bridges and the support of her significant other. She also had access to social models and heterogeneity in her network that only reinforced her self-propelling agency. As is apparent for Eva and Elena, having access to heterogeneity in networks and social modeling is a necessary component of a trajectory toward social mobility. Finally, Camila is out in her community spreading self-propelling agency by socially modeling for others.

The fact that I found these women to be socially positioned within heterogeneous networks is surprising, given the literature on concentrated areas of poverty. Much of the research on urban poverty, which is based primarily on African Americans, finds that consecutive generations of deprivation and poverty have curtailed the close-knit networks of African Americans and isolated family members, fragmenting family ties (Roschelle 1997; Domínguez and Watkins 2003). Consecutive generations of marginalization have also curtailed the development of self-efficacy. Without resources, people are not able to master skills that build efficacy. It is important to point out, however, that the presence of first- and second-generation immigrants provided this population with an adequate number of SPAs to help make them and their communities efficient. Another factor that contributed to the efficiency of the community was the fact that I conducted this research from 1999 to 2003, during a time of economic expansion when jobs became available to low-income workers. Nevertheless, my findings support the notion that immigrants do not fit the conventional understanding of urban poverty.

Immigrants who settle in the Northeast in neighborhoods previously settled by European immigrants benefit from neighborhoods with histories of immigrants getting ahead and moving to the suburbs. For this reason, immigrants in the Northeast may fare differently than immigrants who are settling in neighborhoods on the West Coast that have histories of exclusion and marginalization. In his study of Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles, for example, Dohan (2003) found that they were overworked in low-wage jobs.

Immigrants like the ones in my study enhance efficiency in the receiving population by socially modeling for others. They also demonstrate self-propelling agency because they are highly efficacious and motivated for social mobility. They made the decision to leave behind family, friends, and a way of life to come to a new land and culture to start their lives over. Therefore, many, if not most, immigrants like the ones in this study are SPAs who make the population efficient in its capacity to sustain social positioning and further development of self-propelling agency. There is no question that some immigrants feel obligated to immigrate because of intimate family ties or serious civil and political unrest and do not necessarily move with the objective of social mobility. And as this study uncovered, domestic violence hampers women’s ability to take advantage of opportunities. Yet, the majority of immigrants struggle to come to the United States, looking for opportunities that will lead them to social mobility. As it is evidenced in the literature, receiving contexts matter because they can reinforce self-propelling agency or limit it by hampering frames. While this chapter illustrates how others have been part of the mechanism underlying these women’s social mobility, these women have enhanced their own sense of agency and have themselves become role models and sources of support and leverage within their communities.


6
When Social Positioning Is Not Enough

They used to argue in the bedroom and not in the living room. You would hear the arguments, but we didn’t know what else was going on. My mother always protected us; she didn’t let us see that . . . whatever you want to call it. . . . We were all minding our own business, all us kids knew what was going on, but we stayed in our room.

In this statement, Marta, a twenty-four-year-old second-generation Puerto Rican mother of two, demonstrates the difficulty of retelling traumatic events. She is not able to say “domestic violence,” and she conveys the helplessness of a child who witnesses violence. Marta, like many others who are traumatized, does not normally talk about her trauma, and in this way it remains invisible. Instead, Marta camouflages it with entitled anger. One of the most significant effects of this anger is that Marta is unable to sustain relationships and employment, despite having good opportunities for both.

The previous chapter presented the story of Camila, who, of all the women in the study, best exemplifies three components of my Social Flow framework. She (1) is a self-propelling agent because she is highly efficient and takes steps to make social mobility a reality; (2) is positioned to attain social mobility through a network characterized by support (ties to other people who help her cope with the demands of everyday life) and leverage (ties that help her change her opportunity structure); and (3) is embedded in an efficient community that contains enough SPAs to allow the formation of support- and/or leverage-providing networks through their interaction, including social modeling. As a result, she is well embarked on a trajectory toward social mobility. Previous chapters have also told the stories of women who are socially positioned and getting ahead because they belong to efficient communities that supply them with a sufficient number of SPAs and bridges (weak or strong ties that cut across race, ethnicity, and/or social class) to increase their support, leverage, or both.

Marta and the other women described in this chapter belong to the same community as the other women in this book, but structural, gender-based violence and untreated trauma have hampered their frames, which are problem-solving schemata stored in memory and developed through socialization. The violence and trauma also prevent the women’s social mobility, despite the fact that they are socially positioned.1 In the context of reasonable economic conditions, the main issues keeping these women in poverty were trauma that resulted from gendered domestic and/or neighborhood violence, and the absence of interventions targeted at its prevention and treatment. The unresolved trauma and the stagnation in poverty dynamics were transferred from generation to generation (Stückelberger 2005; Yehuda, Halligan, and Bierer 2001).

The objective of this chapter is to explore the consequences of trauma and to demonstrate the different ways in which trauma sabotages social positioning. I do so by telling the stories of several women who had sufficient social support and encountered ties that provided social leverage, yet because of trauma, could not take full advantage of the opportunities opened by these ties. Marta exemplifies the women in this chapter who exist in a void between neighborhood effects literature in urban sociology and an epidemic in low-income neighborhoods: violence, which traumatizes individuals and families and curtails their life prospects. This chapter seeks to fill the void; the data here derive from sociological research and, analyzed through a sociological and psychological lens, shed light on a dynamic rarely accounted for in studies of social mobility.2 Marta’s story includes access to support and leverage networks and transnational activity. A description of challenges follows, with a focus on the violence she was exposed to during childhood and adolescence, and an analysis of how the consequences of this violence currently manifest in her personal dynamics. The chapter continues with a look at the third generation in the context of family violence. I also note that Marta was not a likable individual because she had grown to be defensive and automatically distanced herself from others. While these observations may come across as my personal dislike, they are consistent with antagonism based on defensiveness that results from trauma, and while she was frustrating to follow for me as a researcher, I cared for her and sympathized with the pain she had encountered in her life.

After Marta, I focus on Yolanda, a woman who experienced domestic violence during the time she was involved in the study. As a result, she experienced social isolation and hampering frames. I also include Paula to show how the sudden loss of middle-class status, along with neighborhood violence, leads to trauma-based dynamics, which curtail functioning. Not only is Paula affected, but her children are as well. And although she wants mental health treatment for her family, she has problems accessing culturally responsive services. Throughout the chapter, I show how unresolved, lingering trauma damages not only the women’s lives but also their mothers’ and children’s life chances.

While this chapter is about women and children, and the ways in which gendered domestic and neighborhood-based violence affect them, it also exposes other structural factors that contribute to domestic violence. Men who perpetrate domestic violence are often victims of the sociopolitical structural system, and it is not the intent of this book to place the blame solely on them. More specifically, men are often victimized by deprived contexts where there are high levels of joblessness and violence; they are socialized to use violence to gain respect and demonstrate power and control (Anderson 1999; Sampson 1987). Furthermore, gender and traditional gender roles provide a structure of authority and responsibility for men and women in intimate relationships that supports battery (Dobash and Dobash 1998). Men use violence to punish female partners who fail to meet their unspoken physical, sexual, or emotional needs and sometimes use gendered religious ideologies to justify that violence (Lundgren 1998). Hearn (1998) proposes that violence is a “resource for demonstrating and showing a person is a man” (37). Studies find that masculine identities are constructed through the ability to control women and commit violence against them (Anderson and Umberson 2001). Theories of hegemonic masculinity add that men who cannot provide for their families turn to other definitions of masculinity, including the capability to control, and demonstrate superiority through violence. The resulting need to demonstrate superiority over women leaves little room for men in these circumstances to exercise individual agency against violence. We do see men in Camila’s and Josefa’s stories who exercise that agency, take responsibility for their behavior, and do not use violence against women. Nevertheless, these men are employed and supporting their families.

Racism and discrimination, which reduce opportunities, make minority and immigrant males more vulnerable to resorting to the utilization of power and control over women. Abusive men individually perpetuate the structural violence, shame, and humiliation they suffer as a result of poverty and lack of opportunities (Gilligan 1996). The resulting limited opportunities, victimhood, and trauma often lead to self-medication with substances like alcohol, which increase the vulnerability to using violence (Flannery 2001; Kaysen et al. 2007). It is through these systemic processes that men inflict violence upon women and others like themselves and create traumatic dynamics.

DIAGRAM 7. Marta’s social network
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Circle = Females
Triangles = Males
Size refers to the degree of centrality or a measure that gives a rough indication of the social power of a node (tie) based on how well it “connects” the network.
Color from lightest to darkest in intensity of importance of particular tie. Diane and Carolina are both central and very important in Marta’s network. Guillermo, Xavier, and Patricia are isolated ties, which are usually new network members who have met only a couple of people in the network (Xavier); leveraging ties or weak ties (Patricia); or not connected (Linda).

“My Mother and My Sister Are My Best Friends”: The Enmeshed Dynamics of Family Systems

As diagram 7 shows, Marta’s network is made up largely of a close-knit family, many of whom are members of her household. Most resources flow through and among the members of this household. Beyond her family, Marta’s network consists of one friend, three significant others, and a few isolated individuals whose role in Marta’s life will be explained in the next chapter.

Marta is a slim woman with olive skin and long, dark hair. She considers herself attractive and counts on her sex appeal.3 Her demeanor otherwise demonstrates the corrosive effect of abuse and violence. By the time Marta, who lived with her family at Maverick Gardens, was seventeen years old, she had given birth to two children. Nonetheless, she graduated from high school with her family’s help. This type of ongoing post-baby family support is consistent with new research on immigrants (Kasinitz et al. 2008). Superficially, Marta appears to do well. She lives in a nice apartment with her children and has access to job opportunities with potential for advancement. In an economy that has severely cut down labor opportunities for those without college degrees, Marta seems to have everything going for her; she is a smart, attractive young woman with a high school diploma and bilingual skills. Marta is unique in that very few people who live in high-poverty neighborhoods get these chances. Despite having such opportunities, however, Marta cannot sustain jobs or relationships because she is traumatized. Instead of dealing with problems when they arise, Marta exits situations when conflict arises and thereby curtails her own development and opportunities for her and her children.

The first time I visited Maverick Gardens, I was quite surprised. While the buildings and grounds were barren and in disrepair, the units that overlooked the waterfront had a marvelous view of the Boston skyline across the harbor. I remember thinking that it was only a matter of time before developers would determine that these units could be replaced with condominiums at prime real estate market cost. I quickly found out that Marta lived in a “severely distressed” public housing development, which was left to deteriorate over time, with little upkeep beyond the maintenance of electricity and running water. At the end of the study period, Maverick Gardens was due to be demolished through HOPE VI policy intervention,4 which converts severely distressed public housing into mixed-income developments (Popkin 2004). Currently, there are mixed-income housing units on that site, and the whole area has improved aesthetically and economically. Only a fraction of the residents were able to return after renovation, and Marta and the others in the study had to move elsewhere.

Marta’s family apartment was in one of the buildings that ran along the circumference of the development. The apartment faced the street that separated the development from the rest of the neighborhood, and no streets crossed the development from the outside. This layout was designed to avoid danger from traffic, but it ended up isolating the community and preventing residents from getting to the shore unless they went around the development. The area is bleak, with concrete structures, Dumpsters at each end, and no tree or bush in sight. There were no entries on the outside facing the street, so one had to go into the development courtyard to enter Marta’s building.

The door to Marta’s second-floor apartment opened onto the giant television that was always on in the living room. To the left was the open kitchen, with a table dividing the space from the living room. The center of the apartment led to five bedrooms and two bathrooms. Marta’s house was generally busy with children and adults going in and out. The household consists of Marta, her sister Diana, age twenty-three, and their mother, Carolina, who is forty-seven. These three adult women live in the household with five male children. Orlando is the eldest at ten, and José is nine years old. Their mother, Ana, is Marta’s eldest sister, who lost custody of her children when she was eighteen because the children were exposed to domestic violence in the home; they saw Ana being physically abused by their father. When women like Ana are violently abused, their capacity to care for their children is often compromised, which can result in intervention by child protective services (Schechter and Edleson 1995; Sternberg et al. 1993). In Ana’s case, her mother, Carolina, got custody of the boys, and although they know about Ana, the children call Carolina “Mom.”

Marta has two children, seven-year-old Antonio and four-year-old Juan. Roberto, who is three, is Diana’s son. Marta’s father is Francisco, who is fifty-six years old and has been separated from Carolina for more than ten years. Francisco was seldom mentioned, although he lived close by with Ana in Roxbury. Carolina has two older children who were born in Puerto Rico, but the other six children were born in Boston. Her sister Paula lives in the Mission Main, a mixed-income housing development in Boston, and has three grown children. Marta recently learned that she also has a half sister, Sara, who is the same age as her and lives in Fall River, which is more than an hour away from East Boston. Marta and the rest of the family accept her as a half sister without much deliberation or conflictive emotions even though Sara is a result of one of Francisco’s extramarital affairs.

Marta also has some extended family in Boston but cannot count on them. Most of her relatives live in Puerto Rico. On an occasion when Marta was talking about getting further education, I commented that it would be extraordinary for her to do that, considering that she and Diana were the only members of that generation to have high school diplomas. She responded, “To me, maybe, no one else would care. They would be jealous and they won’t talk to me anymore. . . my mother or us. . . . we can’t have anything better because they are so jealous. Like when my sister got her license, they were like, what’s so special about that? I don’t care about them. I don’t get anything from them.”

The lack of extended family support is something that seems to hurt Marta and the family. It antagonizes Marta and mobilizes her somewhat but also inhibits aspirations. All the women in this group had extended family members with leveled aspirations. This behavior suggests patterns of family dynamics associated with violence and multigenerational poverty. Research shows that these patterns result from policy neglect of inner-city communities (MacLeod 1987; Wilson 1987) as well as untreated lingering trauma (Domínguez and Purvin 2010).

Marta, Diana, and Carolina took turns staying home to care for the children, at times with the help of welfare. Free child care and the benefits of pooling resources are strong motivators for living in extended-family households (Hogan, Eggebeen, and Clogg 1993). This combination of social welfare benefits and family structure allowed the children in Marta’s household to stay home until they were ready to go to school. During this time, researchers would have defined this family as welfare-reliant (Edin and Lein 1997). The three women continued helping each other as the children got older and welfare reform forced them into the workforce and into wage-reliant families (Edin and Lein 1999). Carolina was the first to leave this arrangement when she got a job as a child care worker in a child development center some years ago.

Marta, Diana, and Carolina also relied on each other for emotional support. As Marta explained, “My mother and my sister are my best friends; I tell them everything.” The close-knit nature of this family is reinforced by the lack of other significant relationships in their lives. Family systems that have experienced abuse and maltreatment often develop enmeshed dynamics (Krugman 1987), and they exhibit porous intergenerational boundaries (Brinig 2010). This dynamic is evident not only in the way Marta relates to her mother and sister but also, as we will see later in the chapter, in Marta’s relationships with the children. There is very little hierarchical authority in the family because relations are based on friendship rather than discipline and authority.

Beyond the family, there are only a few significant people in Marta’s life—they include José, Ramón, and Gabriela, and they appear in the periphery of diagram 7. Marta denied any friendships for much of her involvement in the study except with Gabriela. Marta has known Gabriela for eight years, and Marta described her as having been her best friend. I reminded Marta that she had told me that she had no real friends. She interrupted:

I don’t have any close friends; Gabriela used to be a friend then started to like my brother (Miguel). . . . we were tight, she baptized my eldest son [meaning that she was present at the baptism as the godmother]. but then I told her not to get involved with my brother and she did. Now she has a baby, Nino, who is three years old, I knew that she would come to me complaining about my brother. I didn’t want to get into that. She calls me crying about him. I am always having to tell her that I don’t want to hear about my brother.

Gabriela’s relationship with Miguel has distanced her from Marta, but Gabriela is Antonio’s godmother, and as such she is Marta’s comadre.5 Gabriela is the only friend I ever saw at Marta’s house or that Marta ever mentioned to me.

José, a first-generation Puerto Rican who is twenty-four years old, is Marta’s ex-boyfriend and Antonio’s and Juan’s father. José is newly married and has a new baby. He takes Antonio and Juan every weekend and during the summers, and regularly purchases needed items for them. Marta is very thankful that José is committed to the children. During the time that she was involved in the study, she told José that Antonio was not his child. She explained that when she was thirteen years old, José cheated on her, and she retaliated by sleeping with his cousin, Guillermo (shown as an isolated tie connected only to José in diagram 7). Marta got pregnant, and José took responsibility for the child, unaware of the truth. I asked Marta, “How did he react when you told him he was not Antonio’s father?” She answered, “He cried, . . . but he said it didn’t matter, that Antonio was his son no matter what.” Despite his move to a home about an hour and a half away from Boston to New Bedford, José continues his commitment to his children. Guillermo, meanwhile, knows that he is Antonio’s biological father and has made unsuccessful efforts to develop a relationship with the boy. According to Marta, “Antonio wants nothing to do with him.”

Support and Social Modeling from Significant Others

For most of the time that Marta participated in the study, she was involved in an intimate relationship with Ramón, a Guatemalan whom she credits with having made her a better person. As a first-generation immigrant and SPA, Ramón is motivated to get ahead and tries to influence Marta to stay off welfare. Marta met Ramón three years ago at a Latin club, where she worked as a coat girl and cocktail server. Ramón’s jealousy was problematic for Marta, who interacted mainly with men at the club, and he finally made Marta quit this job. About a year later, Marta was invited to return to the job, which she desired to do because she made “easy money.” When I asked about Ramón’s reaction, she replied, “He changed, he just watches, you know. He can’t tell me what to do, though. He comes every Friday to watch me.”

Marta sees this change in Ramón’s approach as a positive step because it helps her negotiate the men she encounters on the job. Within a year, Ramón transitioned from overtly pressuring Marta and verbalizing frustration about the need to control her actions, to surveilling Marta at work. Marta recognizes that Ramón acts out of intense jealousy and a need for control, but she finds it better than being yelled at and confronted. “At least I am able to work and make money. . . . he met me in that job and he figures others are also going to meet me that way, but he is wrong because I have been with him for a while now.” Marta rebels against this control by resisting his attempts to get closer. She commented, “Yeah, you know, I am cold.” Yet, Marta negotiates this relationship and feels pressure to keep Ramón in her life. “He could tell me to get lost. He wants me to change. You know, . . . in the way that I talk sometimes, how I react. He wants me to be nicer.” She laughed. “I am not ready for marriage yet,” she said, but she is committed to the extent that she is with him. She has not met anyone else, and she asserted:

I am with Ramón and I don’t want to talk to anyone else. It helps me to stay good. I am trying to be good. He helps me financially, emotionally too. Whatever I need, he gives it to me. . . . he doesn’t ask me why. He has nothing to do with my kids. I support my kids, and they have a father. Yeah, he takes them places and buys things, but try to be their father, that is a big no-no. It ain’t like I am living with him. . . . my kids already have a father. . . . he may have been an asshole to me, cheating on me and everything, but he has been there for his kids, and I would never take that away from him.

According to Marta, she and Ramón are both aware of Marta’s behavior and outlook on life, which Ramón sees as problematic and needing change. Nevertheless, Marta keeps Ramón at a distance by refusing his marriage proposals. Marta said that she is not happy with the lackluster way Ramón cares for his two children from an earlier relationship, and his behavior as a father makes her uncomfortable with the idea of committing to him. She pointed out, “He does not care like José does for his children, you know?” Although José hurt her deeply when she was in a relationship with him, she is still loyal to him because he is committed to their children.

Even though Ramón has not earned Marta’s respect for his role as a father, he has been there for her. She credits him for being a social model and for having “raised” her out of welfare. As she told me, “He made me think about it, you know? He has no patience for young women on welfare. He is always telling my sister, ‘Come on, you are so young and should be looking for a job you like.’ Before him, I didn’t think about it. . . . he lifted me up and he is right. I need to be independent.”

Toward the end of the study, Maverick Gardens became eligible for HOPE VI intervention and was scheduled for demolition. The impending move made Marta think more seriously about her relationship with Ramón. In early 2003, Marta said she was planning to move in with him: “Ramón is alone and he has good dreams, you know? He wants to buy a three-decker home . . . he is always working. He proposed to me in April, and I wasn’t ready, but I will be ready to marry by the time we move in together. He has been there for me, and he is good to me. I owe him a lot, you know.”

Marta seems to understand that Ramón is an SPA. He wants to buy a house and has tried to inspire Marta’s own ambition, even though she has refused to commit to him. While Marta accepted support from her household, she distanced herself from Gabriela and Ramón in ways that risked their relationships. For example, Marta maintained transnational ties with men in Puerto Rico. As she put it, “We have family and friends there, and it is nice to get back there and get away from here.” Once in a while she receives calls from men she met in Puerto Rico. Sometimes, she tells them that she is no longer available, but other times, she keeps them interested. The transnational connections reinforce Marta’s self-esteem and self-image (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008; Viruell-Fuentes 2006); she feels desirable and finds that distant romantic options allow her to keep Ramón at bay.

While she receives support and social modeling from her significant other, that modeling does not translate to staying in jobs or taking advantage of opportunities. In fact, Marta’s trauma-based dynamics include a disdain for other people and the sabotaging of leveraging and bridging ties. Marta exhibited sabotaging dynamics in most of her relationships outside of her immediate family, including the relationship with me. She was, for example, regularly out of the house when we had arranged appointments in advance. I called her several times before each appointment, but to no avail; often she would not be home as agreed. This was difficult for me because, as a graduate student and new mother with limited time, it was hard for me to get to East Boston. At one point, I calculated that for every seven appointments we set up, I saw Marta once. Marta never apologized, nor did she welcome me when I arrived or ask me how I was doing. I mention these dynamics not because I did not care for Marta, but to give a sense of how easily she can frustrate even those who could be helpful to her.

I, like Marta’s coworkers, was someone she “could not bother with.” Yet my effort to get to know her proved worthwhile. I felt the need to keep trying because Marta is like many people who are seldom known and remain a challenge for professional human service workers, researchers, and policy makers. Marta exits instead of confronting situations, and she tried to exit our involvement as well. But I made her deal with me even when she appeared uninterested and showed her that I cared enough to persist. The fact that I persisted over almost three years despite her disregard for my time helped me to get necessary information to understand her behavior.

When I did see Marta, she regularly interrupted our conversation and answered the phone to have conversations with others. Whenever I arrived, it was so noisy that it took several knocks over several minutes before someone opened the door. Inside, the giant television was constantly on as background noise, and the children came in and out of the kitchen but never said “hi” or “bye.” We sat in the kitchen and talked, and I was never invited further into the apartment. In fact, I had been visiting Marta for more than a year before she offered me something to drink on a very hot day. She never asked other family members to leave the area so that we could have some privacy. Indeed, she was the only woman in the study who did not prefer privacy. From a clinical perspective, this lack of privacy maintained the distance between us so that Marta could guard against difficult conversations that could broach her traumatic past. At the same time, the lack of privacy allowed information to flow intergenerationally without constraints; at times the children heard what could be considered inappropriate information.

Marta and the other women in this group had considerable access to jobs with the potential for advancement. Marta is attractive and bilingual, and these qualities have opened many doors for her. She also began developing financial skills in high school when she worked as a cashier for some retail stores in East Boston. She told me, “I really liked those jobs. . . . I used to do well at cash out time, and they liked that about me.” After Marta graduated from high school, Gabriela told her about a job, and she began to work at Logan Airport for a worldwide money exchange business. Marta explained that she filled out the application sin ganas (reluctantly), since she did not like to get her hopes up. Marta gained experience with finances and foreign currency on this job and gained access to social modeling because people who worked in business and trade surrounded her. Although social modeling does not signify direct contact with opportunities, it often inspires motivation.

Marta later learned of an opportunity at a credit union from one of Carolina’s coworkers. Marta applied and got the position. She explained, “They are really happy with me because there are many Latinos that want to talk to someone in Spanish.” This opportunity offered a high hourly wage (among the highest in the sample) and options for advancement. But Marta did not allow her coworkers to get close; when I asked about developing friendships there, she explained, “I can’t bother with those people.” The next time I saw Marta, she told me that she was no longer working. This behavior may be explained by Marta’s tendency to exit conflictive situations. Hirschman (1970) proposed that individuals who are faced with conflictive situations have the option to exit, change the situation, or remain out of loyalty. Marta chooses to exit such situations. On this occasion, Marta missed work for two days in a row without any excuse and was fired. As she said later, “I couldn’t bother.” Less than a month later, Marta found out about another opportunity in financial services through Patricia, one of Diana’s coworkers at Brigham and Women’s Hospital. (In diagram 7, Patricia appears as an isolated tie connected only to Diana.) Once again, Marta got a job with a good hourly wage and benefits that had the option for advancement, but she let that job go as well. She explained, “I just did not like going there; I did not like the people there.” Toward the end of her participation in the study, Marta started to handle lost luggage for an airline in Logan Airport, a job that paid less and had no benefits, and she was looking to go elsewhere. She told me, “Gabriela is getting me an interview for the cosmetic counter at Macy’s. I am really excited about that.” Meanwhile, she secured her earlier position in the Latin club, which complemented her income and allowed her to work during the weekends when her children were with their father.

Throughout the time that Marta was involved in the study, she had access to leveraging and bridging ties that most often brought opportunities for good jobs with wages, benefits, and access to advancement. Marta liked these jobs for a while but did not develop relationships with coworkers, whom she disparaged: “She is just a fat cow” or “He thinks he is something but he is nothing” were the types of comments she made about her coworkers. Despite this attitude, her superiors started to talk to her about promotion. Marta initially liked the idea of promotion and was receptive to it, but she would end up exiting her jobs. Marta went on to find other jobs, only to repeat the pattern.

Whenever I asked why she quit, Marta invoked the need to be home with her children. But her employment status never changed her children’s daily care and home structure. When Marta worked, Diana cared for the children when they came home from school. This arrangement did not change as a result of Marta quitting her jobs; neither did the children’s routines. Yet, Marta used her role as mother to justify her leveled aspirations and fear of getting ahead. Marta’s job prospects were much better than those encountered by low-income individuals studied by Edin and Lein (1997) and Newman (2000). Both studies show wage-reliant people working very hard but without access to good wages or advancement possibilities like Marta’s (Edin and Lein 1997).

Other aspects of her trauma-based dynamics included depression that went untreated and played a role in her sabotaging of opportunities. Marta overslept regularly and was often very irritable. When she did not have to go to work, she did not accomplish much during the day. She often laughed inappropriately, but more often she expressed an entitled anger with the slightest provocation. I saw this type of anger often as a clinician among people who have been victims of violence, discrimination, and other societal wrongdoing. In essence, entitled anger is an unconscious tally sheet that will not be balanced until treatment of some sort takes place. Marta was always on the defensive and let herself be vulnerable only on occasion during our conversations. As a result, the trauma remains invisible. Intermittently, she exhibited a depressive state, with poor appetite, weight loss, oversleeping, lack of motivation, and no energy; at other times, she was not depressed, but she did not talk about anger and depression with me because she seldom allowed the conversations to develop.

Buchholz and Korn-Bursztyn (1993) found a very high rate of depression among teen mothers like Marta. Their suicide rate is seven times higher than that of nonteen mothers, and they have competing developmental crises: they are transitioning to adolescence, rearing children, and negotiating family and romantic partners. These combined stressors can compromise the parenting abilities of teen mothers. For many, lingering trauma from childhood exposure to domestic violence compounds the situation.

“You Would Hear the Arguments”

Marta does not remember growing up knowing that there were problems in the house. Her family did not discuss them. There were no problems with money because her father, who was a carpenter, always worked. She told me, “Like I say, I live rich here in comparison to other people here and in other countries. I had a good childhood.” Here, Marta evoked the immigrant dual frame of reference (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995), speaking as if she has tried to convince herself and others that this is the version of her childhood that actually happened. It is possible that, when she was a young child, the family was a happy one, but her next statement displayed a more painful childhood: “He would make little things into gigantic things. . . . He didn’t drink in the house, he sometimes came in drunk, and that was something my mother had to deal with. My mother kept it away from us. She tried to, but we knew because we could hear them. It just went on and on, and we just tried to mind our own business.” As the conversation continued, Marta’s mother and sister came in and contributed to the discussion. Marta explained, “It was really difficult here . . . you know? Because my father was really strict, and what he wanted and when he wanted it was the only way.” Carolina walked behind her daughter and said, “If it was your birthday and we planned a party, he basically decided if that party would happen or not. He would make a decision even if the people had already arrived. They just had to go home.” Diana added, “We did whatever he wanted because otherwise it was so much trouble.”

Parents who abuse alcohol are also known to impose harsh discipline. This form of extreme discipline can progressively alienate children from their parents (Windle 1996, 181). Alcohol is also a known contributor to domestic violence (Flanzer 1993). Because their father was an alcoholic, Marta and her siblings lived in fear of his reactions and his violence against their mother:

We started trying to help my mother when we were like seven, my sister and I, but always made things worse. My mother would keep the house really clean. She couldn’t work. The boys, they were always in the street. They were protective of us girls and kept us at the house. I would do the same if I had girls I guess. But . . . they kept me so tight at home. It was my father, he was so overprotective. That’s why I escaped when he left.

The father ruled the house with arbitrary violence, and so everyone complied with his rules, and the children stayed at home. When Marta was twelve, her mother got her father to leave the house, and, without his arbitrary control, all the children “got loose in the streets and went on to get into trouble.” This socialization had dire consequences for the children, and within three years both Marta and Diana had babies by the age of fourteen. As we will see, the sudden socialization with their neighbors contributed to dire consequences for the boys as well.

About a year into the study, I visited Marta and asked her about the importance and significance of family traditions. She responded, “It shows that we are united . . . if we didn’t celebrate, I would feel like the family is falling apart. . . . It is like all those years when my brothers weren’t in the celebrations and that was sad. We missed them.” I asked her for clarification, and she told me that both brothers have spent a lot of time in prison, explaining, “My older brother just finished a three-year sentence.” As she was saying this, I remembered that in the previous week when I was trying to locate her, a man who identified himself as her brother Marcos answered and told me that he was back in town and in need of developing relationships. He was trying to find out more about me on the phone. Now, it made more sense: he had just been released from prison. I had been visiting Marta for more than a year, and it was the first time I heard about her brothers. This significant piece of the puzzle demonstrates how growing up with an alcoholic father who was arbitrary with discipline and physically abusive at home also affected the male offspring. Within a couple of years after Carolina got her husband to leave the household, all the daughters were teenage mothers, and all the boys had gone to prison.6

It is possible that many factors converged to create these outcomes. Broader societal factors likely influenced each child’s trajectory. For example, young Latin American men like Marta’s brothers are discriminated against in employment (Bendick et al. 1991) and overrepresented in the criminal justice system (Kenney and Wissoker 1994). Because their opportunity structure is narrow, they often end up working in the informal economy, which creates problems with the criminal justice system. As highly identifiable minorities, they are subject to stereotyping and profiling. Young men who are also subjected to violence at home and a father who abuses substances have few, if any, positive social models available to buffer the otherwise negative modeling around them. Although a concentrated area of poverty, East Boston is marked by its high proportion of Latin American immigrants who are working hard and buying homes. In that sense, positive social modeling is available but may not be enough to curtail the lingering traumatic dynamics in Marta’s family. In addition, social models might not be able to cross the public housing–market housing neighborhood boundaries, rendering them inaccessible.

The presence of domestic violence also likely contributed to negative outcomes for Marta’s family. The connection between violence at home and negative outcomes for children is well researched (Delaney-Black et al. 2002; Edleson 1999; Koenen et al. 2003; Margolin and Gordis 2000). When I ask about abuse, Marta focuses on her relationship with José. Scared about what was happening to her, Marta did not tell her parents when she got pregnant. She recalled:

I didn’t tell my father until after the baby was born, he would have been mad because I was only thirteen when I got popped. I was a little fuckin’ girl and I was scared. I hid my stomach and when I was six months my mother took me to the doctor saying that I was pregnant. I asked for an abortion, but I was too far gone. I was so scared; I didn’t know how they were going to react. If I had told my mother earlier, I would have had an abortion. I think that my stomach wasn’t growing because I was so scared. All I wanted was to make sure that my father didn’t find out. Before he moved out, we had a curfew and we couldn’t hang out with our friends. Then he moved out, and I started with my little friends, and I met my baby’s father, I was so in love. I guess it was puppy love, because look at it now, I can’t even imagine it. But then he was everything. I never felt that sensation again. I thought he was the man of my life. He was so nice to me.

While Marta was pregnant, she moved in with José’s family. “It’s not like my mom did not want me or told [me] to leave, I was made to feel like an adult, and that was what I was to do.” According to the research on teen motherhood, it is common for families to urge teenage couples to move in together when they are expecting a baby (Edin and Kefalas 2005). Marta lived at José’s house for several weeks after the baby was born, but eventually the situation changed, and she moved back home with her mother. She explained, “Then he wanted me in the house, and he was outside running around. I wanted him with me. I was with him for four years. I think about all the times I left and he called me crying and I would be back. Now, I can’t imagine it. I was so stupid. . . . Yeah, I was young, I know, but I was doing stupid stuff.”

Marta was only thirteen years old when she got pregnant; she had had no sexual or reproductive education. “My older sister had been pregnant,” she commented, “but we weren’t very close. I couldn’t talk to her. She was on her own.” Carolina, meanwhile, suffered from trauma and was trying to negotiate life without a male earner. As a result, she was not in a position to monitor her children as they spilled into the streets. As Marta told me:

I grew up with my baby’s father from thirteen to seventeen. Yes, I did, and he made me the woman that I am now, that is why I am hija de la gran puta [major bitch]. I don’t let anyone mess with me now. Before I would start crying, please don’t leave me, boo hoo, boo hoo, . . . now, it is like, you want to leave me? There is the door. But, then . . . I was so in love with him and I have never felt like that again. I don’t want to feel like that again, because he hurt me so much. All that hurt. Insisting, insisting, wanting to make things better. I was on Deprovera but got pregnant with the second time. I didn’t find out until I was four months. I couldn’t do anything about it. When Juan was one month old, I left him. I didn’t want any more abuse, no more shit. That was it.

Marta’s first love was very damaging, not only because she got pregnant at an early age but also because José pushed her to drop out of school. She told me, “I never listen to him, though . . . he wanted me to stay with him all the time. . . . I would have never gotten anywhere if I had listened to him. . . . It was my mother and me. . . . I wanted to stay in school.” Marta’s early pregnancies were induced by the sudden loss of an arbitrary father who commanded fear and were not planned or empowering events for Marta (Edin and Kefalas 2005). As with Camila and Paula, reproductive health was never discussed in Marta’s home. This fact is consistent with the research showing that Latin American families generally do not discuss reproductive health at home (Acosta 2008).

While Marta was usually not forthcoming with information, as trauma usually silences, during this visit she wanted to talk about the hurt and fear she felt during her early pregnancy. I got the sense that previously she had not shared this amount of information about that stage in her life and the trauma that otherwise remains silent and invisible. I am not sure what sparked it, but Marta shared that during the most significant experiences in her life, she was afraid and felt ignorant.

The interview about family rituals was very informative, leading me to question how much of women’s poverty is related to the trauma they have endured from men in their families (Tolman and Raphael 2000). Marta and her family, meanwhile, did not seem to reflect much on what happened to them. I uncovered this significant history only after many months of visits and interviews with Marta. Trauma, like the kind Marta suffered, manifests itself in many ways. Many victims cannot and will not talk about it, but its effects remain. When Carolina talked about her husband’s controlling and violent behavior, for example, her voice shook. I sensed the intensity of emotion in the whole family, yet the hurt and pain were usually manifested as anger, defensiveness, silence, and the need to defend the mother, who was clearly not there for her children because she was being victimized. Marta says, however, that she feels extremely indebted to her mother for having been there for her through it all:

If it weren’t for my mother I would not have finished school. She raised my kids while I was in school. I was talking to her about this and was crying because I thank her so much for being by my side. We talk about this because she is really proud of us for finishing school. She is disappointed that my brothers didn’t. She didn’t say you have to go to college, but I almost went. I got in at Bunker Hill, and I had to send $100 to hold my place, and I didn’t. I said, well, let me take some time off, and here I am.

While the life chances for Marta and her siblings have already been curtailed, their defensiveness and inability to establish relationships will perpetuate the trauma and dynamics that further decrease their life opportunities. These lingering traumatic dynamics also have consequences for the third generation.

“Unequal Childhoods”: Trauma and the Third Generation

Research suggests that the degree of risk to the development of children of adolescent parents depends on the financial, social, and emotional stresses these families face. More specifically, it is critical for children to have access to resources that provide support and encouragement (Buchholz and Korn-Bursztyn 1993). In Unequal Childhoods, Lareau (2003) found differences between the rearing of middle-class children and that of low-income children. While middle-class parents often treat children as a project to be cultivated and engage them in diverse activities that lead them to be “bored” when idle and entitled in their outlook, low-income parents let children take responsibility for their amusement and make clear to them that resources are tight so that few programs are possible. These low-income children grow up with the idea of constraints as part of their outlook. Neither of these frameworks appeared to be at play in Marta’s household. Lareau found that low-income children were allowed to find their own structure by being released to find friends and activities in the neighborhood. But Marta did not allow the children to play with other children in the neighborhood, with the exception of her immediate neighbor’s children. As a result, Marta’s children spent a lot of time inside the house watching television. At home, they did not receive any structured activities or attention to their cognitive development. There were no toys, games, or books in the house. The children were not involved in any activities outside of the home, they ate when they wanted, watched television as long as they wanted, and stayed up as long as they wanted. Even though Carolina cooked daily and always left food on the stove, Marta called for takeout when the children asked for food. For the most part, the apartment was orderly, although structurally the building was in bad shape, and maintenance problems were always an issue in this household.

There were few overt manifestations of love in the home; the children did not receive hugs, kisses, or praise. In fact, there was no encouragement and little support for the children, and my field notes are full of comments about Marta yelling at her children. It is not that Marta does not love her children. She talks at length about how carefully and lovingly she dresses them. The children match each other, and she wants them to wear white undershirts to stay warm and avoid getting sick. “I want them to be warm to avoid colds. They got tons of white shirts and white t-shirts. When they get dirty, I throw them out.”7 Paying attention to how her children appear in public was the primary way that Marta demonstrated love for them. It also diminished the possibility that someone would find her mothering skills lacking and get social services involved, a fear expressed by mothers in low-income communities (Cattell 2001; Dodson 1999).

Trauma, Anger, and Challenges with Human Service Providers

When dealing with social service agencies, Marta is very defensive, such as when teachers or social workers talk to her about her children. Marta’s mistrust of institutions has contributed to her avoiding neighborhood-based child care programs. She attributes her concerns to negative experiences with neighborhood child care services. When talking about enrolling Juan in Head Start, she explains, “I saw my child being pushed around by a tecata [druggie]. . . . I know her, Linda, from around here. Nobody puts their hand on my child . . . why would I give responsibility for my child to her, a tecata?” (Linda appears isolated and not connected to any other members of the network in diagram 7.) Marta had reason to avoid such contact between her child and a tecata, yet she did not bring up the issue with the Head Start director. Instead, Marta took her child out of child care; she once again exited. In this case, and many other instances, Marta experienced the situation as a personal attack and allied herself with the children against an outsider whom she perceived as trying to offend them. In the process, her children lost opportunities for structured developmental activities. Both Antonio and Juan needed to repeat first grade.

The trauma literature describes families with intergenerational trauma as closed systems that defend themselves against outside interference, viewing any such interference as intrusive and disorganizing. Such families see themselves as being victimized by institutions in the community, which they perceive as persecutory and indifferent (Danieli 1998; Krugman 1987). In Marta’s case, service and health providers did not know how to deal with her antagonism and defensiveness; they consistently missed opportunities to teach Marta preventive behaviors and positive parenting skills. One day, Marta told me that she was taking Juan to the dentist because he needed his four front top teeth pulled due to decay. Juan was already repeating kindergarten, and now he was losing his teeth. Tooth decay is twice as common in low-income families as in those that are better off economically, and there are many health prevention efforts aimed at alerting physicians and other service workers to be aware of this (Osofsky et al. 2004). When I asked about the visit to the dentist, Marta was happy that it was over but could not tell me why the decay had happened. The dentist did not tell Marta that she should avoid giving so much soda to her children or remind them to brush their teeth. Marta did not complain that such preventive information had not been given, although she shared that the experience had bothered her a lot due to the pain Juan suffered.

Marta’s experience with the dentist shows that human service workers rarely know how to talk to women like Marta who are easily antagonized. Therefore, opportunities to improve behavior go unfulfilled, and silence about trauma continues. A couple of weeks later, Marta bragged about the several half-gallon bottles of soda per week her family consumed, not making the connection to Juan’s teeth (see Milgrom et al. 2008). On the one hand, Marta was unable to hear others’ concerns about her children’s development; on the other hand, social service providers failed to teach her preventive skills. Marta’s behaviors as a mother were also partly a function of her developmental stage when she had her first child. She became a mother so early that her development stages became distorted. Her education in Boston public schools most likely did not prepare her well educationally, and her relationship with her children was one more closely resembling friendship than authority. These developmental distortions coupled with educational inequalities in inner cities contributed to the trauma-based dynamics, resulting in her children repeating early grades and losing their teeth prematurely.

Marta represents millions of low-income women who rarely engage with others who could be helpful to them. She provides a window into a rich history of trauma that lingers unattended in her mind and hinders her own opportunities, as well as those of her children. I have encountered people like her in my career as a social worker, during which I have met many women and men who needed services badly but unwillingly sabotaged opportunities for assistance. I have also come across many individuals with defiant dispositions and attitudes such as Marta’s through my work in prisons with men whose repertoire was limited to defensive posturing perfected over time because of exposure to, or training in, violence and humiliation in the low-income neighborhoods where they live (Gilligan 1996).

From Family-Based Support and Welfare to Wage Reliance

The last follow-up with Marta was very interesting. As a result of HOPE VI, Marta had moved to an upscale apartment with three bedrooms and two bathrooms in a new development of market-based rents that reserved a few units for families with Section 8 certificates. Once again, Marta was accessing resources seldom available in low-income contexts. She was no longer seeing Ramón and instead was developing a relationship with Xavier, a second-generation Puerto Rican entrepreneur. She still relied heavily on her mother and sister and spent a lot of time at their apartments. For this family, HOPE VI allowed each mother the opportunity to move into a home of her own with her children, forcing family members to become more independent and self-reliant. Only time will tell how well this change from a family-based support and welfare-reliant dynamic to an individualistic wage-reliant process worked (Edin and Lein 1997). Nevertheless, this time, Marta treated me differently. She was there as arranged and waited for me downstairs. She got dressed up for my visit, showed me her new apartment, and introduced me to Xavier. This time, her demeanor and appearance let me know that I did matter to her and that she was sorry to see me go.

Marta has displayed agency throughout her life, even as an adolescent. She was able to graduate from high school as a young mother at a time when she was involved with a man who pressured her to drop out of high school. In fact, Marta demonstrates agency as she takes advantage of employment opportunities and accesses other opportunities seldom seen in low-income communities. The problem is that the trauma she suffered as a child and adolescent lingers and gives her an antagonistic stance, which she uses to hide the insecurity she internalized as a child. Marta protects herself against potential assaults on her sense of self by avoiding most contact and restricting her connections to people and opportunities. The trauma and silence lead others to experience her as defensive and self-defeating. Marta may come across as unsympathetic, but we lose an important lens into the effects of poverty and violence if we neglect her story. Bourgois and Schonberg (2009) argue that it is important to take into account the negative psychological effects that poverty and violence have on people. Ethnographers who whitewash their subjects lose this essential element of reality in an attempt to please readers with sympathetic victims. A “good enough” ethnography is one that critically engages the violence of everyday life despite a concern with the politics of representation (Scheper-Hughes 1993). But knowing how trauma works allows the understanding that Marta represents many people whose trauma lingers and who cannot sustain the process that is necessary to take advantage of opportunities. The possibility of intervention is limited for those people who live in low-income communities because human service workers see them as hostile and not worthy of help.

Hampering Frames in the Making: Yolanda

Marta, Jenny, Lorena, and Yolanda had similar stories of arbitrary and controlling fathers who were abusive in the household, and they all did very poorly in school. They got involved with men at early ages and consequently became pregnant, leaving school and having poor, if any, employment histories. In this sense, the fathers in these families have severely inhibited the life chances of these four women. It is likely that these men also came from abusive families and were traumatized, and their maladaptive dynamics have been transmitted to the next generation. Here Yolanda talks about her childhood:

What made me run away with my husband was my father. We couldn’t have any friends. We couldn’t bring any friends over. So when my other sisters didn’t want to do their chores, I became the slave of my house. I got a lot of spanking on behalf of my sisters because they would get dressed, and I couldn’t even go out because I had to stay home and clean, cook, and do dishes while the other ones were sitting down doing nothing. So, I was like the housekeeper of my home, and this made me feel as if I was drowning. I met Carlos [her husband] when [we] were going to school, and what was happening at home pushed me to run away with him. And I ran away with him and since his family . . . well the first days it was fine, but later they started talking about me, that I was lazy. And his mother used to work selling hot dogs in Puerto Rico and everybody would leave the house, and I would be the one cleaning after them.

As Yolanda, a first-generation Puerto Rican mother of five, explains, she felt singled out and abused by her father while she was growing up. She escaped this situation by running away with Carlos, but Carlos has continued to abuse Yolanda by controlling her behavior, and his family uses heavy gossiping to control and devalue her. In the process, Yolanda is being affected psychologically. The abuse has resulted in hampering frames that focus on avoiding conflict and violence, while limiting social networks that could be supportive. The ethnographer asked if her husband’s level of “jealousy” makes it difficult for her to go to work.

YOLANDA: Oh, yes. But I said I don’t have anything to hide.

ETHNOGRAPHER: When you go to work, is that in your mind?

YOLANDA: He is going to follow me. I have to be careful. I have to be careful whom I talk to. . . . Sometimes he comes to work to check. That’s why I don’t have any friends of any kind. The people in charge of carrying the carts are men. . . . they pick them up when we are done. I have to do everything so that they don’t have to talk to me, not even a question, just in case he shows up and thinks it’s something bad.

ETHNOGRAPHER: So, you are afraid that your husband might show up and find you talking to them?

YOLANDA: Yes.

ETHNOGRAPHER: So you do everything correctly so that they don’t have to come to you and ask you anything, just in case your husband shows up?

YOLANDA: Yes.

Although Yolanda did not leave her job as a direct result of this threat from her partner, she was laid off when her employer wanted to move her to a night shift and she refused, in part because she was afraid of her husband. Her employer refused to accommodate her concerns, even when she brought a copy of the restraining order she took out against her husband after one bout of physical violence.

Carlos is like other Puerto Rican men who have transitioned from a rural background where they could achieve respect and a full sense of manhood by working and taking care of their families, to the postindustrial reality in the urban United States where their labor is no longer required and their sense of manhood is hampered. Some men cope with this transition by using violence against women and showing disregard for their children, as captured vividly through ethnography by Bourgois’s In Search of Respect (1996b). The majority of the men who were violent toward the women in the study were Puerto Rican. I make this observation not to portray Puerto Rican men as culturally invested in being violent but to point out how structural economic and labor changes sabotage some men’s sense of manhood and hamper their frames.

Internalized racism, oppression, and sexism also result in hampering frames (Hollon and Beck 1994). More specifically, frames encode expectations and consequences of behavior and the way in which various parts of the social world relate or do not relate to one another (Harding 2007). Internalized racism, oppression, and sexism hamper frames enough so that, one might conjecture, an individual can be socially positioned but unable to work strategically toward social mobility. Exposure to racist and sexist beliefs and related behaviors change an individual’s sense of self and expectations. These beliefs and actions get internalized, and the individual begins to believe them and act accordingly. For example, the stress and violence in Yolanda’s life and the trauma-based dynamics in Marta’s and Paula’s lives are severe enough to curtail their movement and connections to other people. We can infer that stress and violence result in hampering frames that steer individuals away from the frame based on the struggle of immigration and the need to justify that struggle that all the SPAs in this study share.

This study exposes the absence of the immigrant frame and the manifestation of hampering frames in women with trauma. Women who internalize patriarchal, sexist oppression lose sight of the larger narrative of the struggle of immigration and instead focus on day-to-day life. This is illustrated in Yolanda’s story, in which the patriarchal control of her husband (who was likely socialized to be controlling) extends to the behavior of her husband’s family, including that of the women who exhibit internalized sexism by using gossip to dominate Yolanda. These dynamics are oppressive and foster the internalization of sexism. Internalized sexism is the involuntary internalization by women of the sexist messages that are present in their societies and cultures; it also is the way in which women reinforce sexism by utilizing and relaying sexist messages that they have internalized. Yolanda goes out of her way to adapt to her husband’s patriarchy in an effort to curtail violence, but also because she has internalized her oppression, which manifests as a hampering frame. Once immigrant women make the decision to leave a violent relationship, their frame goes back to achieving safety and getting ahead (Abraído-Lanza, Chao, and Flórez 2005; Chantler 2006). Getting to safety and stopping the violence is in itself an empowering achievement that strengthens self-efficacy. Nevertheless, that is often not enough to get beyond the trauma that, without intervention, lingers.

“All the Bochinche [Gossip] Worries Me”: Paula

Every time I contacted Paula to set up an appointment, she would say, “I have so much to tell you, Silvia.” Paula was always dealing with one challenge or another. She often missed deadlines for refiling and recertification for social welfare benefits and had to hustle to get them reinstated. The nature of social welfare benefits is one of continuous recertification, which tends to keep mothers who depend on these services fairly occupied. When unorganized women like Paula come into contact with this bureaucratic system, crisis mode often ensues. At one point, Paula’s mother bought her a notebook in which she could take down names, numbers, and appointments. This system worked only temporarily. At one point, I was sitting in her living room, talking to her mother and waiting for Paula, and her mother said, “You know, Paula works so hard. She has been working like crazy . . .” I started to ask about a new job when she continued, “coming, and going . . . running after people. This keeps her busy all day.” Instead of a job, she was talking about Paula’s interactions with the social welfare system. Paula seemed to need to be occupied like this and behaved as if she had no control over any of it. She enjoyed the fact that I kept a tally in this respect: it legitimized her everyday life on a longitudinal basis. With time, Paula became a good example of what can be defined as a crisis-prone family member (Hill 1964).

Like Marta, Paula is a second-generation Puerto Rican mother of two who had difficulty accessing help from institutions for her children. Paula is also embedded in trauma-based dynamics, which keep her in constant crisis mode. But her trauma is more rooted in gendered neighborhood-based violence and loss of middle-class status than in family violence. When I first met Paula, she was extremely depressed because Luis, her boyfriend and the father of her youngest child, had been shot dead. As a result, Paula suffered from decreased appetite, paranoia, anxiety, feelings of vulnerability, and inability to concentrate enough to care adequately for her children. Her mother came to stay with her, but the children’s behavior remained problematic because they witnessed their mother’s suffering and had to deal with their own feelings of loss. As time passed, Paula became more productive, but she had recurrent bouts of psychological problems associated with trauma. She experienced numerous periods during which her paranoia would increase and she would lose sleep, her appetite, and her capacity to concentrate. These symptoms accentuated her long, pale, thin body. Between these bouts, Paula led a life in perpetual crisis. At times, I would sit in front of Paula listening to her describe all that activity and think of water going forcefully down the drain. In the language of the first chapter, Paula was the epitome of a vortex, whirling intensely and getting nowhere.

Paula grew up in a middle-class environment with a father who was a professional engineer and Pentecostal pastor. The family enjoyed high levels of social capital through their connections to the church and professional middle-class individuals. They took trips to Disneyland and Puerto Rico, and she describes a happy childhood. But when Paula was nine years old, her father, a Puerto Rican, left the family, announcing that he was homosexual. This revelation was a nonnormative family stressor and initiated a spiraling process toward poverty for Paula’s mother and the family (Lavee, McCubbin, and Olson 1987). Their previous relations shunned them, and they lost all their social capital. According to Paula, “There are a whole bunch of relatives on my father’s side, but they don’t exist for us.” Within three years, Paula was living in a gang-infested neighborhood, and her father had died of AIDS. As with Lisa’s story (chapter 3), Paula’s demonstrates how reactions to homosexuality can place severe limitations on social support networks. These limitations are particularly damaging when support networks are most needed, such as when a family is exposed to a nonnormative stressor (Lavee, McCubbin, and Olson 1987).

The precipitous fall in status and living arrangements left Paula’s family in areas of concentrated poverty and surrounded by inefficient populations that were void of social modeling of people getting ahead. This drop in quality of social networks affected Paula and her family. In the absence of the father and the social capital and standard of life he previously afforded them, it took very little time for Paula to get involved with gangs through negative bridging; she became pregnant at age sixteen. When I asked about it, she replied:

Things got really rough; my mother had to go on welfare. There were times all we ate was rice for a whole week. We moved to worse and worse neighborhoods, and my mother had to start to rely on welfare, food stamps . . . we were on Section 8. It was really tough. And I do not think that my mother has ever been able to be okay again . . . you know? She really lost at lot with my father. I started to hang out with Glenda, whose brother was an X-Man, and that is how all of that got started. We jumped other girls, stole cars, hooked school, and we shoplifted every day. . . . we went to the movies every week, and otherwise we got into hundreds of fights, even when girls were girlfriends of X-Men, we jumped them. We even jumped my sister. If they were new to the neighborhood we kicked their ass. I was lucky, I never got arrested, but I did put a girl in the hospital. My mother was caught like I am between too tight or too loose. I do not know, Silvia, . . . she just didn’t know how to deal with us after my father was gone. She thought that if she pushed me too hard, I would leave home. . . . so, she let me hang out with my friends in the street way too much.

As Paula described, the family dynamics changed profoundly. Along with the father, they lost the middle-class living standard accompanied by social relationships that were displaced by the community’s reaction to homosexuality. “They just all disappeared,” she said. Once Paula got pregnant, she joined the ranks of teen mothers on welfare; at one point during the study, all of Paula’s relationships were with other welfare recipient single mothers. Like Camila, Marta, and Evelyn, Paula knew nothing about reproductive health and how to avoid getting pregnant.

Several years later, Paula was repeating her mother’s inability to control her children and had already relinquished Michaela, her seven-year-old daughter, to the streets. She explained, “I am afraid that if I try to hold her in, she will leave.” With remarkable clarity, she repeated what her mother had said about her while growing up. In this sense, the loss of social capital because of people’s reactions to homosexuality, and the neighborhood-based violence that this family endured had a negative impact not only on Paula and her mother but also on the next generation.

At one point during the study Paula invited her mother, who was homeless, to live with her. Paula’s extended family and her only sister lived in Philadelphia. Indeed, geographic distance restricted reliance on family for several of the women I studied. During part of the study, Paula counted on her mother to share expenses and provide some child care in exchange for welfare-related child care vouchers. But this support came at an expense. Her mother’s periodic bouts of underemployment and alcohol consumption make her a source of financial and emotional strain. Paula had this to say:

She drinks on the weekend and then will come into my room saying “I want to talk to you” then starts off getting on my case about stuff she has been getting on my case forever . . . things I should or shouldn’t have done. I end up having to leave the house . . . now her boyfriend is in town, and I had to warn him that he would have to leave my house if he does not bring back money he took. I understand her, she wants to settle down. But all of this is too much.

Paula said that although her mother is the most important adult in her life, her stay in Paula’s home is only temporary while her mother “gets her act together.” This relationship between mother and daughter exists as a constant negotiation—yielding resources, but not without significant conflict. Embedded in this conflictive dynamic is the fact that both mother and daughter have been traumatized by rapid loss of status and spiraling downward mobility into dangerous neighborhoods. Downward mobility can result in traumatic dynamics in the family for generations (Uchitelle 2006). In Paula’s case, the trauma from downward mobility was compounded with neighborhood-based violence. Unfortunately, as low-income immigrants, Paula and her family have few choices for mental health treatment. In the middle-class professional context in which she grew up, access to mental health services would have been attainable through insurance and recommendations from members of the network.

Paula’s and Marta’s stories show that a level of trust must exist between mothers and social service agencies before the women include social service providers in their social support networks. Unlike Marta, Paula did not have an antagonistic attitude and did not denigrate human service workers. Yet, although Paula receives health services from Anna Lewis, a comprehensive service delivery institution, she does not trust the staff members to keep things confidential and fears that she or her child may be stigmatized. Paula’s concerns prevent her from utilizing mental health services for Michaela:

I am worried about her, but what can I do? Where could I take her? Would they take her at Riverside Services when her doctor is at Anna Lewis? Anna Lewis does okay with health stuff and everything, but I do not know. . . . There all this bochinche [gossiping] there, and people know your business. I do not want to take her there. . . . All the bochinche worries me. I do not know what to do about this. It is so difficult.

As her statement suggests, Paula is not only worried about the confidentiality problems that she sees at the Anna Lewis Center, but she is also constrained by managed care arrangements that may limit her access to health services at one center. Paula has no other choice than Anna Lewis, however, because health centers that offer bilingual and bicultural services are few and far between in Boston. As a result, geographic limitations, as well as linguistic and cultural factors, restrict her access to services. Getting mental health services to Paula’s family could arrest the further transmission of traumatic symptoms and therefore open up the life chances of family members in generations to come. Because the family does not have access to these services, however, Paula, like other women who are socially positioned but traumatized, continues whirling. Indeed, the lack of adequate mental health services is an issue for many low-income individuals and families who live in concentrated areas of poverty, in part because the political abandonment of innercity neighborhoods has depleted resources and left residents plagued with problems, without social service and economic institutions to compensate (Wilson 1987).

As Watkins-Hayes (2009b) found, service providers transmit cultural ideology even when they identify racially with the client. In her research on the interaction between welfare workers and welfare recipients, Watkins-Hayes found that even when the workers were of the same racial background as the recipients and identified with their clients’ circumstances, they had the same culturally based negative beliefs about clients as being unworthy of help. In fact, they would interpret the politics of welfare not only through racialized lenses but also through class and gender. Welfare recipients are subject to contextual triggers that invoke discriminatory frames based in negative belief systems perpetuated against minority populations. This research has significant implications for the delivery of culturally appropriate services, and it points out how pervasive the internalization of oppression is among minority populations, even when they are human service providers. Researchers have also found that services can be stigmatizing and disempowering (Corrigan 2002; Mitchell 1996; Peters 2003; Schachter et al. 2008). However, other recent research shows that service providers who work with Latin American immigrants for substantial amounts of time go through a process of acculturation in which they adopt certain aspects of Latin culture that they value and want to emulate. The service providers consider that these changes enrich their lives, and they feel fortunate to have made them (Domínguez and Maya-Jariego 2008).

Delgado (1998) has identified four dimensions that limit the opportunity for relationships to develop between social service organizations and Latin American immigrants: geographic, psychological, cultural, and operational. Geographic difficulties arise when people must travel long distances to access services. These difficulties are exacerbated when accessibility is limited by psychological factors, leading women to feel uncomfortable and stigmatized, or cultural differences that do not allow women to feel that they can be themselves in that context. Operational factors affect all working people who are not able to access agencies during their free hours or cannot afford to take time off from work. Alone or in combination, these four dimensions place serious limitations on low-income Latin American immigrant women’s accessibility to services. Paula described an additional caveat to the psychological factors that affect service utilization: a short supply of minority status–serving institutions increases the likelihood that people from the same community will see each other there and gossip will spread.

East Boston had large numbers of incoming Latin American immigrants keeping both the service workers and bridges busy, which limited their ability to focus on the immigrants in Maverick Gardens like Yolanda and Marta (Domínguez 2005, 2010). Although the Maverick Gardens tenant task force had developed a unique mental health program and had clinicians available to treat residents, none of them could speak Spanish, nor were they culturally competent (Domínguez 2005). Without funding for the professionalization of services and bridges connecting residents to the services in the neighborhood, the Latin American women who were traumatized had neither access to nor knowledge about services for their trauma-related conditions.

Paula’s story offers a glimpse into the effects of trauma and downward mobility and exclusion from social networks. The speed with which her father died when Paula was twelve years old was remarkable and incredibly damaging. Socialization with violent gangs, and the consequent violent murder of Paula’s boyfriend years later, left her with lingering trauma dynamics, which maintain her external locus of control and leave her open to the crisis-provoking nature that results from the vulnerability of failing to meet her family’s needs.8 Paula’s inability to structure her daughter’s life more effectively or get services for her and her daughter also replicates traumatic patterns. Finally, we see how trauma is medicated with alcohol through the experience of Paula’s mother (Stewart 1996). Here, as in Yolanda’s and Marta’s cases, trauma hampers frames and keeps women spiraling in a vortex.

When Social Positioning Is Not Enough

Marta, Yolanda, and Paula teach us important lessons about how trauma impacts social positioning. Marta’s relationship with me speaks well to the point. Her inconsistency in maintaining appointments and her general disregard for my time speak to this young woman’s sense of self, and how these traits detrimentally affect her possibilities of support or advancement. She has a difficult time letting others know that they matter to her. She portrays herself as being independent and self-reliant; this attitude does not allow others to develop the kinds of connections that allow for empathy. It is unlikely that people who show interest in her would persist after several no-shows. Instead, they would quickly give up on her and cut her off from opportunities. I have also seen many people like Marta in therapeutic interventions, where such individuals were the focus of much frustration from therapists. In fact, people like Marta have the greatest need for therapeutic intervention and are the least likely to receive such help. Most therapeutic services will not follow up with clients who do not show up for treatment. These “no-shows” are undesirable to clinicians who do not know how to provide adequate services to angry, antagonistic people; “no-shows” are numerous and very likely from high-poverty neighborhoods (Rojano 2004).

As we saw earlier, Marta’s fears also manifest themselves in her work behavior. She quits her jobs after a few months, just when she is starting to develop relationships and encounters issues that make her exit instead of processing. It is significant that these work opportunities occurred in sectors where mobility is possible. Instead of risking relationship building and the possibility of promotion, she sabotages her position by not showing up to work and being fired.

Having achieved more than previous generations by getting a high school degree is significant, particularly given her early motherhood. This educational attainment is a means of improving her opportunity structure. She had to work hard to achieve her degree, especially since José discouraged her in several ways. But her present response to opportunities is consistent with having leveled aspirations, which I argue are grounded in the violence she was exposed to that has left her traumatized. Through the process, she is sabotaging leveraging ties and future employment. Her lingering psychological distress will take a long time to process because she does not accept it as an issue that needs resolution. It remains invisible. And although she needs counseling, she is not likely to seek it.

If Marta ever gets to approach a counseling situation, she will have a hard time getting a provider who sees beyond her harshness and is willing to be persistent. The mental health world does not know how to deal effectively with angry minority poor people (Pinderhughes 1989). Understanding how the structure creates social stress that is manifested in violence against women and children comes too close to seeing inequities and exclusion at the structural level. Instead, mental health providers focus on the individual and work best with ready-to-make-a-change-type clients, not the angry and antagonistic ones.

With regard to Marta’s family, intergenerational dynamics seem to play a role in the tendency for infidelity, early and out-of-marriage procreation, violence, and welfare dependency to become normative. Family members do not seem to exert pressure on each other to avoid engaging in behavior that reduces chances for mobility. Instead, this family adapts to the experience as if it is something beyond their own control. This external locus of control is consistent with having grown up with an alcoholic father and perpetrator of abuse whose arbitrary behavior could not be attributed to a cause-and-effect relationship (O’Gorman and Oliver-Díaz 1987). Because Marta and her siblings grew up living for the moment, not knowing if there would be violence or not, they were socialized into the present tense and without an internal locus of control, which is one of the consequences of intergenerational trauma in families (Krugman 1987; Sagi-Schwartz, van IJzendoorn, and Bakermans-Kranenburg 2008). The combination of an external locus of control, present time orientation, and depressive symptoms that manifest as anger and defensiveness is rooted in trauma that resulted from family violence. This trauma contributed to the sabotaging of opportunities. None of the children could foresee what would happen to them when the father finally left home, releasing the arbitrary control, and they “ran into the streets to get into trouble.” Because the women never adequately processed what happened or how it has affected them, and because they lack access to caring relationships and trained clinicians, dynamics embedded in trauma linger, likely to be learned by subsequent generations through socialization. As a result, these trauma-derived dynamics become the norm.

Through Yolanda’s experience we can see how a change in frame allows her to survive but not get ahead. As long as she remains in a violent and demeaning situation, she will have a survival frame focused on the present time and an external locus of control. She has a long road to health that means ending violent relationships and seeking mental health treatment. In the meantime, her children are already suffering consequences similar to those Yolanda experienced because of her father’s violence.

Finally, we have Paula, whose trauma comes from a precipitous fall to poverty and neighborhood violence. Marta, Yolanda, and Paula have been socialized to focus on the present and to have an external locus of control, which keeps them in survival mode and unable to take advantage of opportunities that require future thinking. Having an external locus of control is inconsistent with self-efficacy and places constraints on self-propelling agency. Unlike Marta, Paula is open to help and support, of which she gets enough for survival, but she is stuck in survival mode, unable to move forward without access to treatment. Paula’s case demonstrates how difficult it is for minorities and immigrants to receive mental health services, due to the lack of culturally competent services in inner-city communities. Many live in neighborhoods that have low employment rates for minority men who, when unable to provide for their families, are often led to exert power and control in the only places they can—at home against women and children, or in the streets of their neighborhoods against men similar to themselves.9 These dynamics are prevalent in discussions about hegemonic masculinity among marginalized populations (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Messner 1999). The closed opportunity structure, discrimination, and marginalization often lead to coping through alcohol, drugs, or overt violent behavior (Pence and Dasgupta 2006; Wilkinson, Beaty, and Lurry 2009).

The insight one obtains through longitudinal ethnographic contact comes from seeing the behavior of women like Marta not as an unsubstantiated form of antagonism but as a manifestation of serious unresolved trauma from gendered domestic and neighborhood violence grounded in poverty. People like Marta, Yolanda, and Paula fall between the cracks that separate violence from neighborhood effects literature despite the exposure to violence in countless urban poverty ethnographies. This is problematic given the extent of gendered domestic and neighborhood-based violence in high-poverty areas and their effect on the life chances of residents., Marta and women in similar situations show us that social positioning is necessary but not sufficient for social mobility. Immigrants with traumatic backgrounds are often unable to benefit from their migration, and it is only with intervention in the form of mental health services that social positioning becomes a sufficient condition for social mobility. In fact, the violent behavior of fathers at home has, in part, limited the opportunity structure of three generations of traumatized partners and offspring, and this has significant implications for the reproduction of poverty (Domínguez and Purvin 2010). Given the significant intergenerational impact of domestic violence, it becomes imperative that treatment be offered in order to arrest the cycle of reproduction of poverty. Unfortunately, many immigrants like the ones I researched live in high-poverty neighborhoods without adequate access to mental health services, and the services that exist are seldom culturally responsive. I discuss this theme, among others, in the next chapter.


7
When Intervention Is Necessary

One of my cousins was so pretty, she was beautiful, and she was really outgoing and active. . . . She was going somewhere in life and I was following her. We were very close. Her man became so controlling, and slowly she began to stop her activities, but she did not want to quit school. Then he decided to maim her so that nobody else would look at her. . . . It was awful. . . . Her face was ruined and she was never the same. Do you know that nobody did anything about this? It was just another day.

Marcela, a first-generation Puerto Rican mother of one, provides a window into patriarchal control dynamics that include violence against women becoming normative and serving to diminish the drive and imperil the lives of women, leaving them traumatized. This normalization of gendered violence is prevalent in many societies, and it is ignored through silence (Hall 2000). In much the same way as terrorism, domestic violence inflicts fear and trauma not only on the intended victims but on entire communities.1 In this chapter I will explore how Marcela’s trauma inhibited her social mobility until she was able to access mental health treatment.

In the previous chapter, we saw through Marta’s and Paula’s stories how violence affects not only the immediate victim but also members of subsequent generations. Because Marta and Paula did not access mental health treatment, their trauma lingered and hampered their frames, which are their problem-solving frameworks. As a result, Marta and Paula were unable to take advantage of the opportunities provided them by leveraging ties, which help individuals get ahead, or bridges, which are ties that connect people across race, ethnicity, and social class. Marcela’s pattern is similar to Marta’s and Paula’s in that she was stuck in a low-wage position and was unable to leverage her ties or her nascent sense of self-efficacy that is directed toward social mobility, which I call self-propelling agency. In other words, Marcela was out of the Social Flow. But she altered the situation by getting mental health treatment, which allowed her to focus again with her frame and reactivated her self-propelling agency.

This chapter explores the role of interventions, which can take many forms, including bridges, institutions, and social policy. Interventions aim to resolve structural deficits that keep populations that are socially positioned for mobility out of the Social Flow and are a vital component of the Social Flow framework; they contribute to the configuration of networks, self-propelling agency, social modeling, and frames, thus producing sufficient conditions for social mobility. As we see in this book, the majority of the immigrant women I studied were socially positioned and socially mobile. But for some, social positioning was not sufficient, and interventions were necessary for social mobility. For Marcela, an institutional bridge was necessary to connect her to mental health services and place her back in the Social Flow.

Marcela’s Nascent Self-Propelling Agency

In the epigraph to this chapter, Marcela expresses her anguish at her cousin’s experience with domestic violence and explains that the women in her community felt helpless and lacking worth.2 This event made Marcela, a medium-built, average-height, light-skinned woman with long, light brown hair, want to look for ways to get away from her rural community in Puerto Rico, where the “worth of the autocratic paterfamilias hinged most immediately on the larger community’s perception of the respect accorded to [the man] by his wife and her abundant children” (Bourgois 1996a, 415). Marcela focused on education as a way to get away from that community, and she credits her father with having pushed her: “My father always worked hard. He was hard to please, really hard to please.” Marcela’s father also abused her mother severely. It is in these stories as told by the respondents that one sees the complexities involved in human relationships. Marcela’s father was an abuser who caused tremendous pain but also a source of support who encouraged Marcela to work hard in school. As Bourgois (1996b) explains, in rural Puerto Rico some men exercise an oppressive power over their wives and children; they justify this power with the man’s ability to work hard and provide materially for the family. Sexual and gendered violence is pervasive worldwide and present in low-income white communities (Hall 2000), as well as in low-income African American communities (Miller 2008).

Who else pushed Marcela educationally? She recalled, “Some aunts and cousins, but they didn’t do it straight out, they indirectly oriented me to get an education. It was as if it was wrong to come out and say that we should be educated.” It might be that the women who were being victimized in the community knew that education was the key to escaping their predicament. Marcela also benefited from being in a high school that pushed her educationally. She told me, “The last semester of classes, they sent me to the university to take classes.” Marcela’s story showcases the value of dual enrollment programs that link high schools to universities, which are credited with facilitating the academic and psychological transition between high school and college (see Bailey, Hughes, and Karp 2002, 2003). Increasing and supporting such efforts, particularly in low-income communities, would help increase high school graduation rates and entry into colleges (Martinez and Klopott 2005). In effect, for Marcela that program “made the whole process easy and [she] went into the university to study pharmacy.” Her interest in pharmacy grew out of her interest in science, which was her favorite subject in school. As Marcela explained, “There were two of us doing this together, my friend and I. She was really ahead of me, doing her internship already in the second year. She was really good but she stopped. She got married and had twins.” I asked Marcela how her friend’s departure had affected her. “It was hard to lose her; she was my partner trying to get ahead. She left me all alone and it was harder but I went on.”

In spite of the violence she experienced while growing up, Marcela was driven and demonstrated a nascent self-propelling agency at a young age. Nevertheless, the community norms fostering the control of women through violence began to affect her, as she got involved with a young man named Jesus, who would later father Marcela’s daughter. When I asked Marcela about her reasons for immigrating to Boston, she responded:

I moved to get away from problems . . . from Jesus, who was very abusive. I was in school studying pharmacy and got involved with him. However, my family did not like him so I didn’t see them much. At first things were good, but . . . he was supposed to drive me to school, but he always came back from work late. I was missing a lot of the classes, but my friend would get me her notes. I did that for a while but finally I had to stop. I had one more year to do. I tried to continue, but he did not let me. Then I got pregnant. He battered me throughout the pregnancy, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I had been in Boston when I was twelve, and I really liked it. I decided to come back.

As Marcela states, her family was absent from her life during her time with Jesus. Along with the abandonment of her studies, the separation from her family isolated her and allowed the battering to take hold. Marcela’s pattern is not unique. On the contrary, the literature on domestic violence consistently finds that battered women suffer from this type of social isolation (Van Hightower and Gorton 1998).

Not feeling able to count on her family and not wanting to go backward, Marcela escaped to Boston in 1997, just after giving birth to Teresa, to get away from the severe abuse. This move was an option for Marcela because of the citizenship status of Puerto Ricans, which facilitates transnational activities.3 She had no family in Boston and was homeless for the first two years, staying with friends for limited amounts of time. During this time, she had a job at a supermarket called the Food Basket in a high-poverty neighborhood that afforded her with needed social support from other women who worked at the store.

In 1999, Marcela was able to get housing and moved into a two-bedroom, oddly L-shaped corner apartment on the first floor of a three-story traditional brick structure at Mary Ellen McCormack housing development. When I first met Marcela, she had lived in the apartment for only three months, and it was barely furnished. In fact, it was the most modest apartment that I had seen so far in the study. There was an older vinyl furniture set that included a black sofa, loveseat, and single chair, which was torn in several places. The rug on the floor was stained, and there was a new television sitting on the floor. There were no pictures on the walls and no other decorative items except a small floor plant. The kitchen was small and had no cabinets, an old sink, and no counter space. There was, however, a washer and dryer in the kitchen that Marcela’s mother, Clara, had bought used for her. I realized that Marcela did not think much about home decor because of time constraints, financial obligations, and the pure satisfaction she felt from simply having a home after being homeless for two years. Clara and Teresa are at the center of diagram 8; the size of their dots is consistent with the highly significant role they play in Marcela’s life.

On my first visit to the apartment, I explained the study to Marcela, and she was very interested, emphatically agreeing to participate. I got the impression that Marcela was reaching out for some normalcy or stability and that participation would give her some structure and contact with another person. It was as if she needed to have someone come into her life, and I left thinking that she was depressed. During the following visits, I trod lightly as I tried to gain trust and develop rapport with a woman who seemed to be deeply depressed and trying to emerge from a long and tormenting limbo. Because Marcela had been homeless for two years, having a home was in essence a new beginning for her and her daughter, Teresa.

DIAGRAM 8. Marcela’s social network
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Circle = Females
Triangles = Males
Size refers to the degree of centrality or a measure that gives a rough indication of the social power of a node (tie) based on how well it “connects” the network.
Color from lightest to darkest in intensity of importance of particular tie. Clara and Teresa are both central and very important in Marcela’s network.

“We Have a Lot of Things in Common”

When I first met Marcela, she described relationships with two women friends whom she considered close; these women appear in the lower righth-and side with other friends in diagram 8. Marcela met Isabel, a first-generation Puerto Rican with a child the same age as Teresa, at the Food Basket. Marcela says that she and Isabel look alike, are the same age, and have similar interests.

We have a lot of things in common, we both like rap and salsa; we have daughters that are the same age. It is a bummer that the two girls fight so much and we can’t relax when they are together . . . we have no peace. I don’t know why they do not get along when Isabel and I get along so well. While we lived together, we were tight. We are not so close anymore, and Isabel is moving, she has one of those vouchers that help her pay the rent . . . she has to move because the landlord is selling the house. I don’t know where she is going to end up. Another reason that I do not see her more is that now she has a boyfriend, David, and this leaves her no time for girlfriends. The bummer is that he is not good for her, and everybody tells her that . . . he gives her no attention, and she complains . . . but she does nothing about it.4

Marcela also met her other friend, Laura, at the Food Basket. Laura, an older woman in her forties, is a first-generation Puerto Rican immigrant; she is an accountant at the supermarket and lives a subway stop away from Marcela. Because they live near each other, sometimes they walk home together. Laura became instrumental to Marcela’s life when she offered her home to Marcela and Teresa for several months while they were homeless. Marcela explained how she admires Laura “for her firmness of character and her knowledge.” Indeed, Laura supports Marcela with moral and practical advice and used to reprimand her for going out too much during a time when there was a roommate who could babysit. Marcela appreciates the moral support and explained that Laura gives her “advice on Teresa’s father and has tried to convince me to cut ties with him.”

As she reported, when Marcela moved to Boston, she suffered from stress-related headaches and a variety of symptoms of depression that stemmed from the trauma-inducing abuse she suffered while pregnant. During my visits, I observed the flat affect and lack of motivation and energy that are consistent with depression. At that time, she relied on coworkers who became friends. This work-based support network became vital to Marcela, who needed all the support she was getting. When Isabel moved to Florida, Laura continued to be a source of sound emotional support for Marcela during much of the study period, and the Food Basket became a central component of social support in Marcela’s life. She met her two closest friends there, her brother worked there, and the job allowed her to stay in contact with her father, who visited several times per week. The job also provided Marcela with a low but steady income and connected her to an array of people who warded off social isolation.

Despite the social benefits her job provides, Marcela is not close with all her fellow employees, many of whom she believes behave inappropriately in that they do not act responsibly on the job. She told me, “There are so many there who abuse the rest of us . . . they do not do their job and leave it to us. They are never reprimanded because they’re friends of the owner and have been there since the beginning of the establishment.” Meanwhile, “They gossip, yell, and don’t take the job seriously enough, and this causes management serious problems, since they are not able to adequately manage the workplace.” In the last six months, new management has come in, and “things have improved somewhat,” with new rules and less inappropriate behavior. These statements reflect Marcela’s strong work ethic, which was evidenced in all the women who were getting ahead.

That Is Nothing Like What Happened to Me”: Family Networks

With time, I began to notice changes in Marcela’s apartment, which made it look less barren. The television was no longer on the floor but up on an entertainment center that held the television, a VCR, and some videos that primarily looked to be for Teresa. There was a dining room set with four chairs in the kitchen and a matching bookshelf for kitchen goods next to it. The kitchen looked much more comfortable, since they now had a place to sit down and eat. Marcela also told me that she had some prints she wanted to put up on the walls, but that she was waiting for her uncle who had recently moved to Boston to come over and help her, since she tried to put up a screw, and the wall had begun to crumble. I asked her about the prints to see if I could make some suggestions for mounting. She showed me some small-framed prints and a kitchen clock that she wanted to mount. I told her that if her uncle did not help her before my next visit, I could help her put them up. Despite these improvements, the plant she had in the living room was dying.

It was nice to see Marcela’s home looking better, and Marcela’s life had also improved in other areas. She had risen to assistant manager at the supermarket, and her mother, Clara, had moved into Marcela’s apartment. Clara had a job in “maintenance,” a euphemism I heard immigrants use for cleaning offices, and she contributed to the household by sharing the cost of food, rent, and other necessities, as well as helping with cleaning and babysitting. It was Clara who bought the new furniture in the house.

When I met Clara, I found her face bearing much sorrow and pain, which made her appear far older than her forty-four years. Marcela told me that Clara had been depressed for years. Marcela’s parents had been separated for four years, which I thought might be contributing to Clara’s depression. Later on, I learned that Clara had endured many years of domestic violence, and it was this pain and sorrow that were reflected in her face. Marcela told me, “My mom was going through so many changes, and she was so depressed that she wasn’t much help to me while I was young. She was being beaten, and this affected her so badly. She didn’t really orient me. I learned on my own, and I learned how to be on my own. Both mother and daughter started to look more relaxed and less depressed as the apartment became a home. Their arrangement provided Marcela the help she needed, and Clara felt appreciated in her new role. But over the course of the study, Clara’s health deteriorated, and she had to stop working. As Marcela explained, “She suffers from muscular problems” and later qualified for disability.

Before long, other family members came to live near Marcela. Indeed, Marcela initiated a family migration flow from rural Puerto Rico to Boston. Marcela’s father, José, is forty-five years old and lives in the Dudley Square area of Roxbury, a neighborhood transitioning from majority African American to majority Latin American. Her brother Orlando is twenty-one, lives with José, and works with Marcela at the Food Basket. Marcela also has two other sisters, María and Michele, who are eighteen-year-old twins. The twins are both married and lived in Puerto Rico, but before the end of Marcela’s involvement in the study, Michele also moved to Boston, and Marcela realized how differently Michele was being supported. According to Marcela, “She has all this family support, and everyone likes her husband. That is nothing like what happened to me. Nobody liked Jesus, and I had no family support.” Unlike Michele, Marcela had to struggle intensely to escape the abuse she was experiencing in Puerto Rico. The fact that she struggled to immigrate and to attain a stable place she can call home is a testament to her self-propelling agency. For Marcela and the many women in her position, establishing safety is the first step toward social mobility.

The majority of Marcela’s family in the Boston area is from her father’s side. The family network is shown on the left side of diagram 8. She has two uncles who live nearby—José Luis, who lives in Brockton, Massachusetts, and Alberto, who lives with his wife and three children in Harbor Point, a mixed-income community in Boston. Marcela likes the Harbor Point apartments and says “they were lucky when their house burned down and received housing there as a result.” Although Alberto lives nearby and has small children Teresa’s age, Marcela does not relate to them very much. “We have never been close,” she explained. Later on, however, Alberto’s wife, Gloria, became instrumental when she started to provide day care services for Teresa. Because Alberto and Gloria live at Harbor Point, which is very close to Mary Ellen McCormack, Marcela can walk Teresa there.

Marcela has less family in the area from her mother’s side. Most of Clara’s family lives in Puerto Rico, but her sister Rosa does live in Dorchester with her husband and four children. Clara also has two brothers who live farther away, but she sees them only at holiday family gatherings.

In addition to support from a few family members, Marcela and her daughter have relied on the support of friends as described on the right side of diagram 8. During the second year of participation in the study, Marcela developed two new friendships that she was very excited about. Both Lisa and Elena worked at the Food Basket. Elena, a first-generation Puerto Rican, is twenty-eight years old and lives with her husband, Rafael, and two children in Dorchester. Lisa, a first-generation Dominican, is twenty-three years old and lives with her husband, Jorge, and two children in Roxbury. As Marcela explains, this group of friends had begun to spend Saturdays and Sundays together, alternating homes. On the Sunday before my visit, they had brought food to make and spent the day at Marcela’s house. “We can talk until dawn,” Marcela told me. I asked how all this started, and Marcela told me that Elena and Lisa had done this with each other before and included her for the first time a few weeks earlier. She elaborated, “I used to invite them over before, but they always left me hanging. Then, it was Lisa’s birthday, we planned a get-together, this time it worked, and now we get together every week.” These gatherings include husbands and mothers. “Mom goes when she can,” according to Marcella, who seemed very happy with these friends and felt good about the time she spent with them.

In terms of multidimensionality, social support, and density of relationships, it seems that all of Marcela’s friends have at least two roles—coworker and friend. While Laura is close to Marcela’s mother in age and has the role of adviser, the rest of the women are all young mothers and look to each other to avoid the potential isolation and monotony involved with primary child-rearing roles. Marcela gets emotional support in this sense from all these friends who have similar concerns and lives, and this support is reciprocated. But although Marcela relies on them for emotional support, she does not go to them for financial support.

When I asked her whom she counted on in case of a financial emergency, Marcela mentioned a woman who plays the role of informal loan officer. The woman charges an interest rate of $20 per week until the money is paid in full. This amount of interest can be a substantial, considering that a $200 loan can cost $300 if paid back five weeks later, but this type of lending in poor communities is common and well documented (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008; Hernandez-Leon 2005; Ibrahim 2005). Marcela has never used the loan officer’s services but knows how to get in touch with her just in case she would ever need a loan. For small amounts, Marcela believes that she can go to her brother or father, though she has not needed to go to anyone for money. But she did count on many people who provided her with temporary housing for the two years she was homeless.

Isabel is one of the people who most helped Marcela with housing, and although they seldom see each other now, Marcela once took care of Isabel’s daughter so that Isabel could go to New York City for the weekend. “I also took care of my cousin’s child last Friday,” she told me. I asked, “So you have more people in your network?” “Well, I do have people around me, but friends are few.” For the most part, Marcela’s relationships have a high degree of reciprocity, as evidenced by the way the women alternate going to one another’s houses and taking care of the children. Marcela feels that she could count on Isabel if she needed someone to care for Teresa for the weekend. But at this point, she does not need additional child care support because of her mother’s availability.

During one of my visits, Marcela let me know that the weekend get-togethers with Lisa’s and Elena’s families had started to wind down. As Marcela explained, “The fever cooled down. . . . I’m not spending so much time with Lisa and Elena anymore.” I asked her to clarify “fever,” and she responded that she had gotten tired of spending so much time with her friends because the novelty wore off. I asked if anything had triggered this change, and she said that one of the husbands had said “enough.” As it turns out, Lisa’s house was a party house, with many people going in and out, drinking and eating, the majority of whom were members of her husband Jorge’s male peer group. Marcela’s description brought to mind Hannerz’s book Soulside (2004) in that Lisa’s house is like so many of the “street” family’s homes where “swingers” could perform their roles. In a similar fashion, one of Jorge’s peers started to flirt with Lisa. As Marcela explained, “When Jorge found out about it . . . all activity at the house stopped . . . now all the husbands want their wives home.” Consequently, their weekend activities have come to a halt. This change in the social support network, combined with the increasing number of family members in the area, caused Marcela to shift reliance more heavily toward family members for social support. She began to need the support from her friends from the supermarket less and less.

Several months into the research, Marcela’s sister came to visit for almost a month. After she returned to Puerto Rico, Marcela started to miss her and realized that she had neglected her other friends during that time. She told me, “We could talk and go out and go to exercise, and I didn’t call any of my friends, and now they are going to be like, so where have you been and now you call us. . . . It looks like I have developed a cold heart.” Marcela wonders if her “cold heart” affects all her relationships or only the one with Jesus. We talked about this. She feels that she may be too “rough” with people. She wondered if this roughness is a protective device that she uses to guard herself. Marcela further explained that she wants to be “less needy” and to be able to contribute to her relationships. She also worries about her demeanor toward others. It appeared to me that Marcela was becoming more introspective and had begun to explore her feelings and relationships with others.

“He Pressures Me to Not Go Out with My Friends”

Jesus followed Marcela to Boston and started a campaign to win her back. He tried to convince her that they belonged together as a family. Marcela stood her ground and refused his attempts to reconcile the relationship. Eventually, Jesus developed a relationship with an African American woman, and for a year, the three shared some normalcy. Teresa visited Jesus and his girlfriend, and he took her to the park. His girlfriend’s mother, who began to buy clothes and gifts for Teresa, also befriended the little girl. Unfortunately, after some time, Jesus was arrested, convicted, and sent to prison for selling drugs. His girlfriend left him, and once again, Jesus began to pressure Marcela. This time he needed help dealing with his imprisonment. Marcela felt that she had to help him because they shared a daughter. She and Teresa began to visit him. Marcela explained, “I would tell her that we were going to see her daddy at his work.”

As Marcela developed other relationships and started to spend weekends with friends, Jesus began to call her in an effort to control her whereabouts and relationships. According to Marcela, “I disappeared all of Saturday and Sunday visiting Elena and Lisa, and this drove him crazy . . . since then all we do is argue. He says, ‘I do not want to know anything about them . . . you shouldn’t spend time with them.’ He is calling me throughout the day, and he pressures me to not go out with my friends.” Suddenly, Jesus considers Marcela to be his woman again and feels threatened by her new relationships. While I was there, he called twice and had someone else call once to make sure she was at home. These calls cost Marcela a lot of money and drained her emotionally.

Eventually, Marcela had to cut off her phone service because Jesus’ collect calls were so expensive. For many families, telephone calls to relatives who are in prison are a financial drain because prisons tend to be located in remote areas and have expensive telephone contracts.5 In addition to the financial burden, the pressure from Jesus became a constant emotional drain that did not allow Marcela to concentrate adequately on herself or on Teresa. Marcela’s flat tone and mood returned. Meanwhile, Jesus was unable to count on anyone else, and his efforts to engage Marcela manifested his desperation.

Marcela spoke to Laura about her ambivalence surrounding her relationship with Jesus, which was rooted in the long history they shared. Laura responded, “What makes you think that another man can’t do that and do it better?” This comment made Marcela realize that she was allowing herself to be limited by Jesus’ control and manipulation. Laura’s comment provided a reality check,6 and Marcela realized how distorted her thinking had become with the relentless pressure Jesus was putting on her.

Later, Marcela told me that she had attended a party in Peabody. I asked with whom she had gone to the party, which was a technique I used to elicit more social network information. “Julian,” she said. I started going through the list of people in my head associated with Marcela. “I have told you about him before,” she elaborated. She finally reminded me that he is the man who had been interested in her for a while but had given her an ultimatum about her involvement with Jesus. As diagram 8 shows, Julian knew Marcela, Clara, and Teresa. Marcela started to smile, and I asked, “He is the guy who has been after you for a while, right?” She surprised me by saying, “Nos hicimos novios ayer [we became a couple yesterday].” When I asked how that happened, she began to laugh and then explained, “We have been seeing each other a lot, and we were out, and when he dropped me off I asked him if we were going to see each other the next day, and he told me that he was tired of the same stuff . . . we know each other for so long . . . and that he needed to know what was going on between us. . . . He finally told me to forget about him and left.” The next morning Julian called her and asked if he could take Teresa to school. He also told Marcela that he really wanted to talk because he was in love with her and they had already known each other for three years. Marcela agreed, and they started going out.

SILVIA: Did Jesus’ behavior influence your decision to start a relationship with Julian?

MARCELA: It is that plus other stuff. He has been in love with me, and he has given me trust. He knew that I wasn’t in love with him, and then he started seeing this other girl, and I started wondering how come I didn’t like that. Since then I have been thinking about him in other ways. He has been there for me. When my car broke down, he fixed it and he changed my tires. He started telling me that he was looking to replace my car because it was starting to fail.

SILVIA: ‘So, it looks like Julian is taking responsibility for you?’

MARCELA: Well, he wants us to be novios [boyfriend and girlfriend].

SILVIA: So, what are you going to do when Jesus gets out of prison?

MARCELA: I talked to him, and he started with this “I don’t want to lose you,” and I told him that he already lost me. . . . He started crying, and I told him that he wasn’t going to play with my mind anymore. I told him, “You have played with my mind to make me feel like nothing and you got it, I am nothing to you, you succeeded, and that is it.”

Jesus continues to threaten her, but Julian is willing to hang in there. Julian is aware of the potential danger from Jesus, who has a history of violent behavior, but according to Marcela, he says, “It is worth dealing with that just to be with [Marcela].”

As time passed and Jesus continued to exert pressure, Marcela started to worry that he would send somebody to hurt Julian. The calls continued, as evidenced by their occurrence while I was with her. They usually were not about anything specific, which reflected his need to pass time and maintain control over Marcela. I asked her about the relationship, and she answered, “To tell you the truth, I don’t feel anything for him anymore. . . . He calls me all the time and wants to keep tabs on me. He talks to my sister and my mother, trying to get them on his side. I am tired of him and his ways.” Marcela eventually decided that she could not handle the pressure and broke up with Julian. As she explained, “I do not want to bring harm to anyone else.” After the breakup, Marcela appeared defeated and depressed again.

Despite her troubles, Marcela was very loving toward Teresa. She often kissed and hugged her and provided her with attention, and I did not witness any violent physical interactions between them. Nevertheless, Marcela was transmitting violence-based dynamics to Teresa. On one occasion, Teresa asked Marcela for food several times and would not listen to her mother, who kept telling her to wait for supper. Several times, Marcela reacted by saying, “¿Quieres un puño? [Do you want my fist?]” Marcela probably did not see her reaction as a violent act, in part because her threshold for violence is higher as a result of her own experience with violence, and because she is repeating what she has most likely heard throughout her life. I did not say anything to Marcela at that time but later on did speak to her about how I saw her transmitting violent messages and dynamics to her daughter as a reason for getting help. Conversations about these issues within the context of intergenerational transmission of violence are helpful in breaking the cycle. Despite the seemingly violent words, Marcela was otherwise very loving toward Teresa, and when the food was ready, Marcela gave Teresa some rice and beans to eat.

Making a Change

Jesus’ control dynamics pressured Marcela so much that she could not pay attention to many other important aspects of her life. She had not taken classes to improve her English, although she knew that without English proficiency, her opportunities were severely limited. Marcela wanted badly to get out of the supermarket because it paid such low wages,7 and she did not have the opportunity to practice English there. Yet, given that her network of support was job-based, it was clearly a risk to leave that behind. She told me, “I know I need to take English classes and need to move out into an English-speaking position. I recently saw an assistant manager position in a CVS, and I know it pays much better than what I get if only I could speak English well enough.”

Marcela’s statement demonstrates her desire to get ahead, but she did not begin to move toward social mobility until she benefited from an intervention. The intervention began during one of the last gatherings at Lisa and Jorge’s home, when she got advice about her mental health from her friends. Marcela told me that when she was visiting Lisa, she had drunk a bit too much alcohol and had started to “relive” traumatic events of the violence she suffered. According to Marcela, “It just became overwhelming, and I could not stop talking about it.” Her friends suggested that she seek mental health counseling. I stayed with her for more than two hours on this day, listening and supporting her friends’ advice.

Marcela got in touch with Anita, a bilingual and bicultural woman who was the employment advocate at the development in South Boston and a bridge between the neighborhood resources and the residents of the development. This bridge existed because welfare reform spawned the development of education and training programs geared to help women prepare for the end of their benefits and the start of possible employment. As a result, the Boston Housing Authority provided employment advocates in the public housing developments. As the advocate, Anita did an outstanding job connecting women in public housing to employment. Because she was also a public housing resident elsewhere and an immigrant, her self-propelling agency came through as a social model increasing the efficiency in the promotion of social mobility in the population, and she was able to help even hard-to-reach women.

For Marcela, Anita provided a referral to a mental health program in the area. Marcela was treated with cognitive behavioral therapy, an intervention that teaches the individual to focus on his or her cognitive processes and to change them so that pathology is not reinforced through the cognitive process (Sookman and Steketee 2007). In addition, Marcela was treated with empowerment-based interventions that focus on the development of self-efficacy, a critical consciousness, and connection to others who can offer support and leverage (Gutiérrez and Lewis 1999). These interventions, which had a duration of three months, worked well for Marcela, who needed help straightening her frame so that it did not keep her stuck in a “getting-by” mode. With treatment and time, Marcela’s depression improved, and she was able to take the risk of leaving her job-based support network and moving to a better job.

Marcela’s intervention came as she was developing a relationship with Rita, a young Puerto Rican woman who was attending college, and Marta, another forty-year-old woman who provided Marcela with emotional support. They are shown at the top of diagram 8, demonstrating that only the household members, Marcela, Teresa and Clara, knew them. It was Patricia who pushed Marcela to learn English, and Rita socially modeled for her the ability to study and get ahead. As a result, Marcela got a job with part-time hours that allowed her the time to learn English. Within a few months she began to speak English during our interviews. Meanwhile, Jesus was engaged in an intervention at the prison, which Marcela decided to use as a condition of their relationship. The treatment sought to teach men how to avoid using violence in their lives. When I asked Marcela about it, she said: “He is learning to control his anger and to realize that he doesn’t have to be violent. I think it is working, but it is hard to know. . . . I am just glad that he is participating. He told me about it because I was getting away from him and was not responding to his pressure. . . . I decided I do not have to put up with that anymore, he gets it or he is no longer in my life.”

Marcela’s story can teach us important lessons about what policy can do to improve the conditions and opportunity structure of families living in public housing: intervention that is professional and grounded in cultural responsiveness works. Intervention is another component of the Social Flow framework because many issues can keep self-propelling agents with access to support and or leverage networks from getting ahead. As we see in this book, the majority of the immigrant women were socially positioned and socially mobile. But for some, social positioning was not sufficient. When it is not sufficient, three levels of intervention can help make social positioning a sufficient condition: institutions, bridges, and social policy.

The institutional structure that made possible Marcela’s intervention was created well before Marcela ever moved to South Boston. First, immigrants arrived and significantly increased the level of self-propelling agency in Boston’s public housing developments. At the same time, the city poured resources into professionalizing the tenant task force and democratizing the tenants’ board of directors. The professionals who came in to work on the task force were able to write grants for various programs and set up several training and employment services within a couple of years. They also contracted with service providers who were bilingual and cross-cultural in their capacity to reach the different groups in public housing. The professional service providers became bridges that connected residents with resources and other service providers. These bridges also created opportunities for youth to participate in activities in sports and the arts that could develop human and cultural capital. It was clear from my research in various public housing developments that having a viable tenant task force makes an enormous difference in the viability of the development community.

Generally, institutions that offer services in high-poverty neighborhoods are crucial to the efforts to decrease inequalities and have been the subject of a renewed emphasis in the urban sociology literature (Curley 2010; Korpi and Palme 1998; Small 2006; Small, Jacobs, and Massengill 2008; Small and McDermott 2005; Small and Stark 2005; Watkins-Hayes 2009a, 2009b). For Marcela, an institutionally based bridge connected her with services, which helped her to process and resolve the trauma she had suffered from domestic violence. The bridge and the institution were vital to Marcela’s social mobility because she had reached a point where she needed more than support from her job-based network to get ahead and gain confidence in her capacity to master what was necessary for social mobility. After her mental health intervention, Marcela developed relationships that helped her to get ahead through support and social modeling. Within a short time, Marcela learned English and fought for higher wages in a position with potential for advancement. The integrated intervention also helped other South Boston women who suffered from trauma.

Previous chapters have shown how bridges connect people from dissimilar racial and cultural groups to provide opportunities that are available in one context to the Latin American women who occupy a different context. By connecting dissimilar groups, bridges increase innovation, provide solutions from one group to another, and synthesize solutions (Granovetter 1995). Indeed, researchers have found that when social service organizations have interorganizational ties to other service organizations, residents or clients benefit by having access to increased resources (Small 2006). Inherent in this research is the role of institutions as bridges, connecting dissimilar residents to resources.

The valued nature of bridges and the increasing tendency for homogeneity underpin the theory of structural holes. Burt (1992) describes structural holes as the disconnections between separate social networks that open the opportunity for bridges to connect and increase inherent social capital. Much of the literature on structural holes refers to innovation in industries that is produced by bridges (Ahuja 2000; Burt 2001, 2004; Dhanaraj and Parkhe 2006; Ruef 2002; Zaheer and Bell 2005). Bridges are also relevant to community sociology because they contribute to community development by bringing together dissimilar groups (DeFilippis 2001; Gittell and Vidal 1998; Mansuri and Rao 2004; Zimmerman 1990). This connection increases their social capital and reinforces their self-propelling sense of agency. Granovetter (1973) argued that bridging ties connect a network to the larger world and to needed resources and information not available within the group. Throughout the book, we have seen bridges in action, opening opportunities for training and jobs and providing access to institutional social services.

Bridges are a first line of intervention because anyone can bridge, and bridging happens at the individual level. Anyone who is conscious of the need to cross race, class, and other divides to bring the resources of one network community to another is bridging. This was the case with Sister Magdalena, who belonged to the Irish American community in South Boston and whose prestige and respect allowed her to open up resources to Latin Americans in public housing that for so long were available only to Irish Americans. Bridges like Sister Magdalena act as preventive interventions by facilitating access to resources that build self-efficacy and agency. They have the potential to develop social, human, and cultural capital, and thus are the first line of intervention in diverse communities with new immigrants.

Another line of intervention is social policy. As a matter of policy, human services programs and social work schools could incorporate into their curricula the fact that many service providers become the sole sources of support to isolated low-income clients whose families have become too draining (Domínguez and Watkins 2003). With this in mind, human service workers need to think of using empowering interventions that involve the client in activities that promote the development of self-efficacy and diversify the client’s networks (Gutiérrez and Lewis 1997). In this way, human service workers can jump-start the turn to efficiency in inefficient communities where social mobility is not promoted. Schools are also in a prime position to foster the development of leverage and integrative bridges among future professionals (Domínguez and Arford 2009). The increase of bridges will facilitate the transmission of self-propelling agency across ethnic and racial boundaries and open up the opportunities for social, cultural, and human capital development, thereby increasing the efficiency of that population.

Beyond institutionally based bridges, social policy can bring vital social services to public housing and high-poverty residents. For example, public libraries with on-site Internet access at public housing developments offer families the opportunity to access books and computers. In addition, youth workers give parents the security that positive dynamics will take place when their children are out and beyond the eye of their parents. Youth workers tend to be the first to be eliminated when there are budget cuts, but given their importance as a line of intervention in high-poverty neighborhoods, policy makers should prioritize them, along with other social services.

Draining Leverage Ties

After her intervention, Marcela was doing well in her English class and planned to go back to working more hours per week. She could not make it financially without more work. I asked Marcela whether she had considered applying for food stamps, and she responded, “I do not qualify for any benefits. I have too much in assets.” Knowing her financial situation, I was puzzled. It turns out that her brother Orlando, who had a bad driving record, had to buy a car and asked Marcela to put it in her name so he could avoid high insurance costs. So when Marcela went to see if she could qualify for food stamps, she had two vehicles under her name, including the newer, more expensive car that belonged to her brother. I asked her, “Does he realize how much this is costing you?” “Yeah,” she answered, “but he needs the car.” When I asked whether she is worried that her brother’s bad driving record will affect her, she replied, “The first thing he does, it will be the end.” Because of the situation with her brother, Marcela is not able to get food stamps and must work more hours to meet her financial needs instead of devoting time to school. This is an example of how family members support each other and see themselves interdependently and also how costly strong ties can be.

While Marcela’s tie to Orlando was draining at times, it also provided her leverage. At one point during the study, Orlando got a job as a manager at a retail store in an upscale English-speaking neighborhood, and he informed Marcela of an upcoming assistant manager position in the same business. Marcela met the “big” boss when she went to visit her brother at the store. As she recalled, “The boss walked in and met me and told Orlando that it would be a good idea for him to hire me because he could trust me with money. ‘But of course,’ Orlando said, ‘she has all this experience handling money,’ and I was trustworthy.” Orlando’s endorsement was particularly important because the previous manager had been fired for gambling away store money, and an assistant manager was fired for stealing $300 in scratch tickets. While the “big” boss did not seem to mind that they were brother and sister, Orlando and Marcela “decided to not let the Gringa [American who was the boss at that locality] know that we were related.” They had considered possible problems, but her brother was sure that hiring Marcela was okay because “there was only one other woman, a Dominican, who works there and could have been promoted, but she didn’t speak English well enough.”

We see here how strong ties can be draining and leveraging at the same time. If Marcela’s brother was not leveraging opportunities for her, she would be drained by his behavior and the reciprocity would be unbalanced. The risk in that situation would be that Marcela might end up limiting her relationship with her brother over time.

Concerning the job, Marcela explained that when she applied for it, she had to advocate for a fair salary:

My brother thinks that I can be ready in two days, but I need more. He is dying to get me ready so that he can take a vacation. He has been working alone there for four months, working seven days a week. Last week he told me that it was ready, and I went to meet with his boss, the Gringa, and she wanted to start me at eight dollars per hour. I complained, and she said that without any experience I couldn’t expect any more. I looked at her like, come on, . . . and I said that I wasn’t going to work for that little considering the experience I did have. I told her to look at the application and see that I had experience as head cashier and assistant manager of a much bigger operation than this one. She started making faces at me and then said, “Okay, eight-fifty” and I said no, that is not enough. Can you believe this? She finally said nine dollars, and I said okay only because in three months I get a fifty-cent-per-hour raise and I get a benefit package including health insurance and vacation. . . . Just like that, she hadn’t even looked at my application.

In this passage Marcela demonstrates her regained self-propelling agency and a frame that reflects the benefits associated with the acquisition of English and mental health treatment. We also see how strong ties can be draining and leveraging at the same time.

Intervention and Social Mobility

Many things were going well for Marcela. Her job as an assistant manager at a retail store in an upscale English-speaking neighborhood allowed her to resume her path toward social mobility. She received encouragement and social modeling from Rita, her self-propelling agent friend who was enrolled at the university. The advice she got from Marta and the treatment she received were also crucial in her success, and she credited her former job with having challenged her to know “como relacionarme con la gente y llegar a comportarme con el control necesario para seguir adelante [how to interact with people and achieve the self-control I needed to get ahead].”

At the same time, Jesus’ release date was approaching, and he increased the pressure on Marcela until she agreed to allow him to stay with her and Teresa upon his release. Jesus had finished the program that taught him to stop using violence, and Marcela felt a sense of obligation toward him; she felt that she needed to give him a chance. I worried that Jesus would once again derail Marcela’s progress, particularly now that she had gotten so far with therapy and by learning English. Marcela’s relationship with Jesus had damaged her physically and emotionally, limited her relationships with friends and family, and restricted her possibilities of other sources of love. In addition, Jesus limited Marcela’s educational achievement by insisting that she drop out of the university after three years of pharmacy studies in Puerto Rico. Marcela’s case is consistent with much of the literature on gender relationships in low-income communities that show how men keep women away from education and other means of getting ahead (Dodson 1999).

Jesus’ release came at the end of our regular meetings as the study was coming to a close. Knowing that I would see her again for follow-up six months later, I called a few times, wondering how things were going. Marcela consistently sounded well and denied any violence. Instead, she said that the relationship with Jesus had improved and that he was behaving very well. The first follow-up only confirmed this report. Marcela was now managing the store and trying to find out information about going back to school to study pharmacy.

During my last visit with Marcela, three years after I first contacted her, we sat at a coffeehouse in Central Square in Cambridge. She looked great both physically and emotionally. She had lost weight and let her hair grow, which she held back in a ponytail with a scarf. She was happy and content and explained that the violence at home had not returned. She also said that Jesus was working and was friends with families she labeled as “good for him” and with whom he organized barbecues in the development. I had no reason to disbelieve what she was reporting because her emotional state was consistent with her report. Through several months of infrequent contact, including two follow-ups scheduled at six months and twelve months after the end of the study, Marcela maintained a positive stance toward her family and work. The treatment that he received in prison had changed Jesus’ dynamics by making him a less demanding and controlling partner.

The longitudinal nature of my study offered an opportunity to see an instance in which a man can stop being violent with the help of an intervention and settle into a stable relationship. It also allows us to view a woman who was able to survive violence and take advantage of her social positioning to further her trajectory toward social mobility through her connection to self-propelling agents, their social modeling, and interventions in the form of mental health treatment and English as a second language program. Marcela’s story demonstrates how intervention can work to stop the effects of trauma from spinning out of control in a vortex and gets people back in the security of the Social Flow.

In this chapter, as in the previous ones, I have explored the sources of trauma and the types of behavior, attitudes, and symptoms associated with trauma that became apparent through the longitudinal involvement. Trauma is very complex, and the fact that these women were living in poverty and dealing with immigration and cultural differences compounds the picture. Their dynamics are familiar to me, however, as a professional with extensive exposure to people, particularly poor and minority people, who suffer from trauma. Trauma affects the social functioning not only of the mothers but also of the children, which makes the need for prevention and treatment interventions all the more urgent. The social positioning of these immigrants surrounds them with vortices, which are abundant in low-income communities and in need of intervention by public policy. It is through intervention that the number of these vortices in efficient populations can be reduced and the Social Flow facilitated. Bridges are the first line of intervention, but more is needed in the form of social policy directed at urban areas to increase social services and educational and employment opportunities. Through intervention, public policy can stop the cycle of violence and trauma and secure the promise of individual agency and the security of being part of the Social Flow.

Although immigrants who are self-propelling agents may be living in high-poverty neighborhoods usually in urgent need of policy-made resources, they are ideally prepared to work hard and take advantage of opportunities consistent with residents from suburbs and neighborhoods with more resources. As such, policy makers can be confident that placing more resources in immigrant neighborhoods will likely yield benefits beyond those predicted. Yet the schools, employment, and violence levels are not on a par with those of those of suburban neighborhoods. I have argued that many areas in the Southwest do not provide leveraging opportunities beyond low-wage employment targeted at continually arriving immigrants and inadequate schools, which alienate immigrants. It is in these areas built on the colonization of Mexicans and subsequent marginalization where policy makers have one or two generations’ time before immigrants turn their self-propelling agency into opportunities for innovation, which is not necessarily consistent with formal channels to attain social mobility. These policies include increasing the labor options that allow advancement and that are now available exclusively for nonimmigrants. It is not only employment opportunities but also the improvement of schools so that the future workforce of the country is prepared accordingly with the society we all want. The maintenance of employment opportunities offering advancement and the improvement of the city schools are necessary for immigrants to the East Coast, who are the first to suffer downturns in their opportunity structure when the economy falters. We know that exclusive access to good jobs in manufacturing and participation in the GI Bill allowed many in the previous waves of immigrants to secure social mobility. In times of economic expansion, immigrants can get ahead through their own capacity to negotiate networks of support and leveraging opportunities to access education and employment with potential for advancement. They can, through transnational ties, achieve mobility through the maintenance of the immigrant identity and buying homes in their countries of origin. What policy can provide beyond the maintenance of robust economy is programming that meets needs that may be present, such as culturally responsive mental health services and improvements in public education. Other policy recommendations include programs for English-language learners, employment training, entrepreneurial assistance, children and youth programs focused on identifying and developing skills that lead to other opportunities, financial services and education, low-cost housing (particularly in expensive cities like Boston), access to health care services, and safety (Brophy and Borkholder 2007). Bridges can be become vital in the opening of opportunities, and schools can become essential in their development by developing training protocols for bridges. In return, immigrants are well positioned to affect change in high-poverty neighborhoods by spreading their self-propelling agency around though social modeling and with the aid of bridges can increase the efficiency of such populations. In fact, immigrants can help to reduce the inefficiency differentials that reinforce the movement of people from inefficient to efficient populations through immigration.

In this chapter as in the previous ones, I also describe the complexity of human relationships and attempt to dispel the notion that individuals are “bad” or “good.” Marcela’s father, for example, was both an abuser and a source of support for Marcela. Marcela’s brother was both a draining and a leveraging tie. In addition, this chapter shows that people can change. I was as worried as anyone else would have been when Marcela allowed Jesus back in the house. But Marcela’s strength and willingness to participate in Jesus’ recovery cannot be minimized. Jesus tried hard to change, and he did. It is only through longitudinal contact that one is privy to these human developments.
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This chapter brings together the stories that embody the Social Flow framework, explores the dynamics that restrict the framework, such as gendered roles and homophobia, explains how transnational dynamics facilitate the framework, and discusses the relevance of assimilation theories to social mobility. I also apply the framework to domestic and international migration and demonstrate how Social Flow captures key aspects of the social world, including the balance of efficiency and inefficiency within and across borders, and the incorporation of immigrants in receiving countries. Finally, I discuss how migration can be used as a policy tool to improve the prospect of social mobility for individuals who are socially excluded.

Immigrants as Self-Propelling Agents

Teresa is a child psychiatric social worker at the East Boston Community Health Center, where she treats hundreds of families, many of which are immigrants. She is among a handful of bilingual service providers for the Latin American population in East Boston. When I interviewed her, she stopped before answering the question about her experiences treating families in East Boston and asked me, “Are you going to print this?” Before I could answer, she went on to make the following statement:

To tell you the truth, I’d rather work with immigrants any day. I like working with them because they have hope and motivation. They listen to advice and they look for resources to get ahead. They are different from the others I see. . . . I am not sure how to describe it but . . . [the others] seem to be dormant, like zombies that can’t access opportunities because they don’t have the motivation necessary.

Teresa expressed self-consciousness about her beliefs; she knew she might portray a negative picture of some of her clients, but she nonetheless expressed her beliefs that Latin American immigrants have ample agency and that people who are native-born and live in poverty are “dormant” as a result of the ways in which structural forces have eroded their agency. This comment in itself demonstrates how immigrants who live in high-poverty neighborhoods do not fit our conventional understanding of individuals in such neighborhoods. This conventional understanding is largely based on a skewed understanding of reality, which is the result of a myopic, stereotypical focus on African Americans to the detriment of the study of other groups that live in poverty (Edin and Lein 1997; Elliott et al. 1996; Massey 1990; Stack 1996, 1997; Venkatesh 2006; Wacquant and Wilson 1989; Wilson 1987, 1996, 2009).

Social Flow is premised on the idea that self-propelling agency is necessary for a population to attain social mobility,1 and voluntary immigrants are the quintessential self-propelling agents. Voluntary immigrants do not simply get up and leave their way of life with the intention of replicating the lives they had in their country of origin; rather, they are lured to the United States because of the American Dream and the information they receive through the media and their compatriots about the potential for social mobility. It is probably the case that the overrepresentation of self-propelling agents among immigrants is a selection effect because driven people are more likely to migrate. Boneva and Frieze (2001) found that immigrants have a desire to move to areas with better opportunities, tend to be highly work-oriented, and possess high achievement and power motivation. Olwig (2007) calls immigrants “striving human beings.” These findings are consistent with the empirical evidence from countless recent studies of immigrants that may not explicitly explore social mobility but uncover the desire to get ahead (Bashi 2007; Dohan 2003; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Mahler 1995; Ogbu 2000; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995; Waldinger, Aldrich, and Ward 2000).

Frames

Through the experiences of Latin American immigrant women, this ethnography demonstrates that, to achieve social mobility, people need a certain belief embedded in their frames: that their efforts to advance will be rewarded. Mobility-producing frames are not unique to immigrants; MacLeod (1987) found this type of predisposition among a group of young African American men who believed in the equal opportunity promises of the civil rights movement. People who live in higher-income neighborhoods also share this belief in social mobility. Immigrants, meanwhile, also have the struggle-of-immigration narrative, which motivates them toward social mobility. The narrative is a story with a beginning, middle, and end, which pushes immigrants to make the struggle worthwhile.

Camila, who suffered tremendous discrimination as one of the pioneer Latin Americans in South Boston public housing developments, emerged from her troubles unscathed, demonstrating that the narrative of the immigrant struggle is robust and thus difficult to undermine. This immigrant narrative reinforcing frame is so strong that it takes serious psychological trauma, as we saw with Marta and Yolanda, to mutate it into a hampering variety. Yet, as we saw with Marcela, even when hampering results from trauma, intervention can rehabilitate a frame that is informed by the narrative of the struggle of immigration. The narrative of the struggle of immigration is a strong component that provides energy, motivation, and the drive to succeed; it is in the background of many immigrants, pushing them to make the best of their circumstances.

Networks

Self-propelling people, who strive for social mobility, have the capacity to develop support and leverage networks and take advantage of opportunities that leverage ties open, thereby socially positioning themselves to be part of the socially mobile world. As self-propelling agents, the women in my study negotiate life in neighborhoods that most Americans ignore and fear, developing relationships with others who reside in public housing developments and painstakingly negotiate with others to create the best community of friends and family to support the positive development of their children. Whenever challenges arise, it would not be long before another woman like her appears, offering modeling and hope to the women I followed. The women in the study belonged to communities with enough levels of self-propelling agency and heterogeneity in the networks, and they were able to negotiate for both, support and getting ahead.

Bridges and Interventions

Although segregation and homogenization along race and class lines undermine the transfer of self-propelling agency across dissimilar groups of people, as found in the fieldwork, people like Sister Magdalena can facilitate such transfer by bridging. Bandura (1994) is pessimistic about the ability of dissimilar models to effectively influence recipients. But in previous chapters we saw how bridges to individuals who were dissimilar to the women in the sample were pivotal in offering opportunities for human development and exposing self-propelling agents to other agents who had been integrated by court order. Consequently, a key finding of my research is that in neighborhoods with ethnic and racial divisions, bridges not only bring diverse communities together by providing information and introducing people across divides but also facilitate the transfer of self-propelling agency across groups. This transfer allows for the development of support and/or leverage network formations, thus promoting social positioning and, in turn, efficiency in a population’s capacity to catalyze social mobility.

Throughout the study, I found that South Boston’s unique history raised the social consciousness of spontaneous bridges, which reacted against the status quo and in opposition to the neighborhood collective agency (Domínguez 2010). As a result, these bridges specifically focused on increasing the participation of Latin Americans in neighborhood programs and social services. The fact that the immigrant population in South Boston was localized in public housing aided the bridging process further, and bridges were very successful in boosting the social positioning of the women in the study.

Although the bridges in East Boston were also grounded in social consciousness, that consciousness was in line with the neighborhood-based collective agency for intergroup tie formation, which developed in a transitory neighborhood that was open to different waves of immigrants (Briggs 2007). These bridges, mandated by social service institutions doing outreach to immigrants in the neighborhood, did not have to react against their historical background and continued to be effective bridges for the immigrants. Because immigrants did not live exclusively in public housing developments, and because the integration of public housing was subdued, these bridges did not actively incorporate into their frames and collective agency the bridging of the Latin American immigrants living at Maverick Gardens (Domínguez 2010). As a result, the self-propelling agents who lived in Maverick Gardens were not approached by the bridges in East Boston. Therefore, efficiency, as measured by the bridges’ effectiveness, was higher in South Boston. In fact, Marcela, who appears in chapter 7, benefited by getting mental health treatment through a bridge in South Boston. But as we saw in chapter 6, the lack of services in East Boston has serious consequences because most of the women suffering from lingering trauma lived there.

Sister Magdalena was an especially effective bridge because she was from Boston and had developed longevity as a human service worker with a level of social capital and a sense of expectation for reciprocity. She was able to accompany Latin Americans to organizations that were initially very reluctant to accept them (Domínguez 2010). Sister Magdalena had developed such high levels of social capital in the neighborhood that she could not be denied access. But not all bridges have such qualities and experiences, and not all are as effective at bridging. Yet it is clear that under conditions of extreme class-, culture-, ethnicity-, or race-based animosity, bridges like Sister Magdalena who are spontaneous and have prestige and well-established social capital in the neighborhood, as well as a social consciousness about neighborhood exclusionary dynamics, are likely to be more effective.

In addition to bridges, intervention is sometimes necessary to facilitate Social Flow. Most of the women whom I studied had jobs with benefits and potential for advancement, several were furthering their education, and some had moved out of public housing. Yet, as we saw, being socially positioned was a necessary but not sufficient condition for mobility. Trauma from domestic abuse and neighborhood violence, schools systems that alienate immigrants, the unavailability of services, and hampering frames accounted for a lack of social mobility even for women like Marta, who were socially positioned. As Marcela demonstrated, intervention, like mental health treatment, facilitates Social Flow by targeting such factors effectively. Consequently, one premise of the Social Flow framework is that social positioning and intervention are sufficient for a population to attain social mobility. A test of this premise would be found in populations that are not socially mobile despite having access to intervention to meet identified needs and having socially positioned individuals equipped for the attainment of social mobility.

Efficiency and Inefficiency

Efficiency differentials in populations and areas, which establish the context of reception for immigrants, are key to immigrants’ social mobility attainment. Efficiency and inefficiency are at different poles, and most populations lie in between. The number of self-propelling agents and leveraging opportunities can tip a population in either direction along the continuum between efficiency and inefficiency. Efficient populations have an adequate number of self-propelling agents who are able to socially model for others, spreading their self-propelling agency and allowing the exchange of support- and leverage-providing networks through their interactions. Efficient populations also provide employment opportunities with potential for advancement, as well as bridges and leverage ties that connect immigrants to those opportunities. As such, efficient populations are those that are able to foster social positioning.

At the most basic level, self-propelling agents in inefficient populations are, by definition, unable to attain social positioning. Because social positioning is a necessary condition for mobility, inefficiency has the effect of curtailing their ability to get ahead. In these circumstances, self-propelling agents face two options: either succumb to inefficiency and witness the fading of their own agency, or move away to places with a higher level of efficiency. We have seen how this process drains agency from the inefficient population while boosting it in the target location simply because of the respective changes in the number of self-propelling agents in each population.

As we saw in chapter 1, many immigrants are moving into areas that according to the Social Flow framework are inefficient. These areas have histories of marginalization dating back centuries and a continued reliance on low-wage employment. Such areas erode the frames of immigrants and skew their experiences and motivations. As a result, employment and education gains peak during the second generation, then fade out. This scenario is present in Dohan’s (2003) and Telles and Ortiz’s (2008) studies. On the other hand, Kasinitz et al. (2008), Bashi (2007), and this book describe immigrants settling in contexts in the Northeast, which afford them access to self-propelling agents who socially model for others and employment opportunities with potential for advancement. These efficient contexts as defined by the Social Flow framework are also areas of previous European immigrant settlements and have histories of social mobility. In fact, the immigrant women in this study were living in neighborhoods previously settled by Irish and Italian immigrants who have moved out to the suburbs and left the imprint of social mobility. The differences in these studies could be related to the fact that the studies in the Southwest were done on Mexicans while the studies in the Northeast were done on Caribbean and Central America immigrants; however, I argue that the differences are due to the historical dynamics in the receiving context rather than immigrant group as explained earlier.

A key contribution of my research is that even when immigrants settle into populations that are inefficient, they could bring enough self-propelling agents to interact with each other and develop support and leveraging networks, and through the vicarious experiences provided by social models, they spread their self-propelling agency. Bandura (1994) supports the notion that the impact of the influence is strengthened if there is similarity to the model agent, so that self-propelling agents will flourish through modeling in immigrant communities, as we have seen in the chapters of this book. Time and time again, a self-propelling agent would come into one of the women’s lives just in time to get her back into the Social Flow. It is for this reason that bridges become essential in bringing together dissimilar populations.

Gender Dynamics and Sexual Orientation

As we saw through Lisa’s and Josefa’s stories, gender dynamics and homophobia present challenges to individuals who are otherwise in the Social Flow. As a lesbian in South Boston, Lisa faces many challenges. Her co-ethnics shun her and otherwise use her without reciprocating. Although she has a college education, she lives in public housing because she is a single mother in an expensive city. Lisa is clearly socially mobile with little co-ethnic social support, but she does receive leverage from her romantic involvement with an educated European American professional woman. While this relationship provides her with opportunities, her partner is not open about her sexuality, so the relationship remains illegitimate.

Josefa, meanwhile, has a husband who is engaged with her family and the children. The relationship works well, as Josefa takes care of the home and children, with her husband stepping in as needed. But gender dynamics create problems for Josefa, who believes that she needs to work fewer hours to have less income than her husband. Josefa deliberately makes less money than her husband (and does not discuss the situation with him) even though the loss of income interferes with their goals and struggle to get ahead. We also see how Elvira, being the eldest daughter, was trained to take care of children and run a household as part of her familial responsibilities. This is not necessarily a problem unless young people like Elvira do not receive encouragement and support in their education from the school system. But many immigrants are unable to get this type of encouragement and support from inner-city schools. Given this one-sided education focused on mothering skills, and being unaware of reproductive health, it is not surprising that young second-generation immigrants like Elvira would choose to be mothers, since that is what they have been taught to be. Elvira’s trajectory highlights a well-known fact—that the education systems in inner cities repeatedly fail a large proportion of students. Educating Latinos, who are the largest minority population, is important for providing the workforce necessary to support future generations. Second-generation immigrants are not the only ones who are losing with such schools. As it becomes clearer that, earlier and earlier, Latin Americans will become a majority population, it is in the best interests of the country to educate Latinos. Education policy addressing the state of inner-city schools would work to combat these issues.

Transnational Dynamics and the Social Flow

In the process of studying Social Flow in South Boston and East Boston, I discovered that Latin American immigrants were using transnational activities to achieve social mobility, and that social positioning reached not only outside the public housing developments and surrounding neighborhoods but also across national borders. As an example, Josefa maintained transnational ties to reinforce the immigrant identity of her children, who visited Honduras frequently. She also used these transnational ties to purchase a home, as other immigrants have been known to do (Domínguez and Lubitow 2008; Hellman 2008). The transnational activity shows that the Guerras, and others, negotiate social mobility where it is most affordable—either in their native countries or in the United States (Gans 2007).

Transnational dynamics also affected Lisa’s social mobility. She was able to come to the United States through the transnational ties of her mother, which allowed her to escape a heterosexist context that was very damaging. Marta and Camila, meanwhile, spent summers in their native countries through transnational relations. These ties let Marta maintain her distance from commitment by keeping alive love interests in Puerto Rico, and Camila was able to rely on an aunt in the Dominican Republic when she most needed support during her pregnancy as a teenager. Marcela was able to travel between Puerto Rico and the United States several times before she finally settled here. Transnational activities were also present in Camila’s network. Francisco’s father is an entrepreneur and politician working transnationally between Boston, New York, and the Dominican Republic. Another example of transnational social mobility is evidenced in Bashi’s (2007) book on how veteran West Indians select and help other West Indians to immigrate to and settle in the United States.

These transnational dynamics are also significant to the reinforcement of agency and frames; transnational ties allowed the women to compare their situation with that of their family counterparts back home. This dual frame of reference is a vital component of the frames focused on the attainment of social mobility and suggests that the concept of social mobility must be broadened and understood as a transnational process.

Latino Immigrants, Assimilation, and Social (Im)Mobility

Unlike other frameworks that describe social mobility, Social Flow is not premised on assimilation. Assimilation is “the decline of ethnic distinction and its corollary cultural and social differences” (Alba and Nee 2003, 11). Gordon (1964) differentiated between cultural and structural assimilation. While cultural assimilation refers to the assimilation that occurs when the values, beliefs, dogmas, ideologies, language, and other symbolic systems of the dominant culture are adopted, structural assimilation describes how migrant groups become members of the primary groups within dominant ethnic subpopulations—their families, close friends, cliques within clubs, groups within organizations, occupations, and sectors in the economy. Scholars have traditionally treated assimilation as being parallel to social mobility, but it is clearly not the same thing. Many Arab Americans, Jews, and Punjabis have been structurally assimilated or incorporated while maintaining distinctive aspects of their culture, sometimes through generations (Aguirre and Turner 2003; Gibson 1988). Structural assimilation is more directly in line with social mobility. Yet as Gans (2007) suggested, careful analysis should separate assimilation from mobility and explore whether and how they connect. Gans (2007) further explains, “Acculturation and assimilation operate separately from mobility” (154). The analysis that resulted in the Social Flow framework treated assimilation and social mobility separately, and I found that heterogeneous networks were much more influential to social mobility of immigrants whether or not immigrants culturally assimilate. As a result, the Social Flow framework relies not on assimilation but instead on networks that may or not cause cultural assimilation but can result in structural assimilation and incorporation.

Historically, from what we know, cultural assimilation had and continues to have positive consequences for immigrants and their communities, but social, economic, and cultural conditions have changed so much since the last wave of immigration at the beginning of the twentieth century (upon which most of the immigration literature was based) that assimilating into the U.S. culture in disadvantaged neighborhoods can actually have negative consequences for the health, education, and mobility of many immigrants. For this reason, the women who participated in this study worried about how they would prevent their children’s assimilation into U.S. culture, or “Americanization,” as Josefa called it. Josefa’s concern is grounded in the fact that immigrants get racialized or placed into racial categories, which are socially constructed and help to justify inequities in social standing. Through racialization, immigrants with African phenotypes are likely to be categorized as black. They can further solidify this category if the second generation of Afro-Latinos get involved with African Americans and have children. Avoiding racialization and downward assimilation is a difficult task because public schools alienate many immigrants, and violence in low-income communities is prevalent. Upward mobility can occur through bridging, but the result of negative bridging is the negative form of “Americanization” that Josefa feared. We saw examples of “Americanization” in chapter 3, with Josefa’s niece, and in chapter 6, with Paula and Marta. This type of negative assimilation would be most preventable if social policies were designed to prevent social problems, such as inadequate schools that increase levels of violence in poor neighborhoods. Poor neighborhoods also need policies that will bring them resources, such as better schools and youth programming.

While some Latino immigrants like Paula and Marta integrate into a negative way, and many Latino immigrants are racialized, making them identified for discrimination (Aguirre and Turner 2003), recent literature has found that most Latinos present a paradox: they engender positive results in high-poverty neighborhoods despite the fact that living in concentrated areas of poverty is very damaging to residents (Elliott et al. 1996; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000; Massey 1990; Wacquant and Wilson 1989; Wilson 1987, 1996). The positive results include increased social organization, entrepreneurship, and less violence and crime than exists for native-born counterparts who live in the same socioeconomic contexts (see Fairlie 2006; Lee 1999; Raijman and Tienda 2003; Sampson 2008; Sanders 2002; Small 2006; Tienda and Raijman 2004; Zhou 2004). In fact, Latin American immigrants in the United States have lower-than-average rates of some chronic illnesses and lower levels of violence despite the fact that many of them live in relatively poor social or economic conditions (Abraído-Lanza, Chao, and Flórez 2005; Acevedo-Garcia and Bates 2007; McGlade, Saha, and Dahlstrom 2004).

Immigrants are also causing unforeseen changes. For example, for the first time ever, blacks are making more money than whites in Queens, New York, largely because most West Indian immigrants in Queens are black, and they are self-propelling agents (Roberts 2006). As Bashi (2007) describes, West Indians who live in the United States select new immigrants who have good prospects to immigrate and appear worthy of receiving help with housing and employment during their settlement. This selection process helps the successful settlement of new immigrants and the community’s social mobility. In light of these gains in West Indian communities, the “Latino paradox” could be expanded to an immigrant paradox, particularly if more immigrant groups follow the same patterns as Latinos and West Indians. But these positive outcomes last only as long as immigrants resist assimilation. Health researchers are finding that as immigrants acculturate, they lose the health advantage, and the general consensus is that acculturation is negative for health and for violence (Antecol and Bedard 2006; Bourgois 1996b; Dubowitz et al. 2007).

Because the paradoxes appear to exist only as long as immigrant groups resist assimilation, exceptional performance can be short-lived and temporary. There are competing literatures on the fate of the second generation. Most studies that focus on health and violence show that the exceptional statuses of the first generation are lost through acculturation due to the assimilation of bad habits by the second generation (Antecol and Bedard 2006; McGlade, Saha, and Dahlstrom 2004; Palloni and Arias 2004; Sampson 2008). Other researchers have found that the second generation gets in line with their non-co-ethnic counterparts (Kasinitz et al. 2008). There is no question that the paradox can teach us about the protective factors inherent in cultural dynamics, particularly when it comes to public health. But studies of immigrant mobility, like this one, have been based on social networks whether or not acculturation is taking place (Bashi 2007; Domínguez and Lubitow 2008; Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Menjívar 2000).

We learn from this research that (1) Latin American immigrants are not passive but proactive, (2) these first- and second-generation immigrants are ready to fight against the adversities related to public housing and the society, (3) this struggle may benefit the communities, (4) these immigrants are able to find social mobility, as opposed to residents of public housing who are several generations removed from immigration, and (5) the various contextual links of these immigrants as explained by the Social Flow framework may explain why these immigrants are able to escape from serious inequities, among other important issues.

Migration and Social Flow: Balancing Efficiency and Inefficiency within and across Borders

Migration is one of the defining issues of an increasingly global society. The massive movement of people across and within borders produces economic, social, and political challenges worldwide; international migration is the human dimension of globalization. According to the World Bank,2 there are a number of significant flows between regions and nations, including: Mexico–United States, Russia-Ukraine, Ukraine-Russia, Bangladesh-India, Turkey-Germany, Kazakhstan-Russia, India–United Arab Emirates, Russia-Kazakhstan, Philippines–United States, Afghanistan-Iran. Mexicans and Russians are tied as top emigrants, with 11.51 million leaving each country in 2005. Within this global migration pattern, the United States receives substantially more immigrants than any other country, having a total of 38.4 million immigrants. The second most popular receiving country is Russia, with 12.1 million immigrants.

One way to look at these flows is to see people moving from underdeveloped countries to developed countries, from nonindustrial to industrial, or from less to more economically advanced countries (Rumbaut 1994). But these classifications are not entirely accurate because they hide the inequalities that exist within countries, particularly the fact that those who are socially excluded in developed countries typically live like most people in underdeveloped countries. Some examples are certain African American communities in the United States, such as those affected by Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, Latin Americans in Chavez and Guadalupe (Dohan 2003), the white people in public housing in South Boston and in Appalachia, the Roma people throughout Europe, and aboriginal or indigenous people worldwide.

In other words, criteria based on inequality among countries blur the underlying dynamics at the individual, self-propelling agency level. These analyses overlook the struggle to achieve social mobility through the intervention-catalyzed deployment of support- and/or leverage-providing networks. Shifting the focus from national characteristics to intrinsic network characteristics, one is able to approach the study of social mobility at both the domestic and the international level through a single framework. Self-propelling agents, within and across national boundaries, reduce migration to an incidental factor in the attainment of social mobility.

Through the Social Flow framework, we see how migration balances inefficiency differentials across populations domestically and globally. The sense of self-propelling agency is much diluted in inefficient populations, and since the concentration of self-propelling agents is quite low in such populations, interactions among self-propelling agents are unlikely. Such lack of interaction suppresses the formation of support- and or leverage-providing networks and renders social positioning unrealizable. Because interaction among self-propelling agents is unlikely, the opportunity for agency to be spread with the population is minimized. Faced with the inability to position themselves socially, self-propelling agents are forced to either give up their sense of agency or migrate, which moves the inefficient population further into inefficiency and bolsters the concentration of self-propelling agents in the receiving context.

A case in point domestically is the persistent movement of African Americans to areas with less discrimination and away from the constraints of high-poverty neighborhoods. Since the 1960s, the black middle class has systematically moved out of central cities, leaving large areas of economically homogeneous tracts. The exodus of middle-class African Americans eroded efficiency in many urban African American populations. Wilson (1987) highlights this exodus in his examination of the socioeconomic factors affecting inner-city communities. The flight to suburbs is only one of the latest migrations of African Americans looking for efficient populations. African Americans also migrated within the United States, looking for better opportunities and hoping to leave behind segregation and Jim Crow; from 1783 to 1910, African Americans also migrated out of the United States, going to Sierra Leone, Liberia, Canada, Haiti, Mexico, and Trinidad, in an effort to escape discrimination, racial violence, and slavery (Dodson and Diouf 2004). With the exception of Mexico and Canada, these are countries with majority black populations (Dodson and Diouf 2004). The 16,000 who migrated to Liberia became colonizers themselves, bringing “Western ideals” and “higher levels of civilization” to the African nation.3 Embedded in their actions was the intense level of internalized racism they carried with them from America.

From the 1840s to the 1970s, African Americans also moved west to Kansas, Oklahoma, the Great Plains, and California (Walsh 1994; Taylor 1999). At the same time, free people left the South and began to cluster in small communities in the North, paving the way for the Great Migration, which moved several million African Americans from the South to the industrial North in an effort to escape discrimination and racial violence and to seek employment in industrial cities (Lemann 1992). Many African American migrants succeeded economically, but their migration occurred simultaneously with the migration of Europeans at the beginning of the century. European immigrants were organized with high levels of close-knit networks characterized by enforceable trust; they had struggled hard to develop unions and effectively closed the door to African Americans coming from the South. Despite these barriers, many African American families were able to buy homes in the wake of civil rights laws formally outlawing housing discrimination.4 In sum, African Americans’ migration history is one of self-propelling agents leaving inefficient populations (often exacerbated by severe discrimination) for better prospects in what they perceived to be efficient populations.

In Latin America, the level of class segregation is high, and many poor people have territorially bounded, survival-oriented networks whose basic units are nuclear families with strong bonds (Espinoza 1999). The networks are therefore characterized as homogeneous, which means that people only know others who are very much like themselves, so they are without access to different sorts of information or people. The social isolation of such communities is a result of the economic conditions wrought by the system of power that remains from colonial times, maintained through the political economy that has benefited the United States and corporate elites. These conditions have profound implications for social mobility and participation in decision making (Espinoza 1999). Due to the limited heterogeneity of their networks, people do not have adequate access to other self-propelling agents. They cannot establish leverage, and often not even support networks. Thus, unable to achieve social positioning, many self-propelling agents leave. They move to the United States because, as a whole, it is a more efficient population. In the process, efficiency is depressed in their countries of origin and enhanced in the United States, since the agency concentration decreases at the source and increases in the target country. Contextual triggers embedded in social exclusion that evolved through socialization in their home countries are deactivated upon arrival, and their possibilities increase as their frame evolves into that based on the narrative of immigrant struggle (Domínguez 2010).

I found that social isolation resulting from violence, domestic control, and draining interpersonal relationships was the main mechanism for the erosion of efficiency in a population, but there are also structural forces like unemployment and global movements of resources that deplete the opportunities of one sector while economically empowering others, causing efficiency differentials that drive the movement of people. In addition to current flows of capital based on foreign policy, the remnants of colonialism and slavery, with their exclusionary and discriminatory dynamics, also generate inefficiency differentials.

The contemporary phenomenon of voluntary migration is caused by the existence of populations with different degrees of efficiency, with the migrant flux proceeding from lower to higher efficiency. Thus, migration can be characterized quite simply as human movement induced by efficiency differentials among populations. In this process migrants transfer their sense of self-propelling agency in much the same way that heat flowing from a region of higher temperature to a region of lower temperature, in a thermally insulated object, transfers energy until the two regions reach the same temperature. This analogy cannot be taken too far, though, since human agency, unlike the energy in the described system, is not constant; indeed, it is, in some abstract sense, boundless. This observation has important consequences, primarily that there is no guarantee that a final state of equilibrium in which efficiency becomes homogeneous across populations will ever be achieved as a result of migration. Yet, since such a state seems highly desirable, one might wonder how to increase its likelihood. In the context of a global economy, the mechanism for promoting such an outcome presents itself effortlessly: the flow of capital back into the source countries has the potential to offset the efficiency drain and even push the source population toward efficiency. Following this logic, one can easily argue that an unhampered flow of capital back to the source countries increases the likelihood of enhancing efficiency there and thus the prospects of locally sustained social flow.

Within the domestic scenario that occupied us in Chapters 1 through 7, self-propelling agency migration always results in enhanced inefficiency at the source. But in a global context, the associated influx of capital could offset the effect of a decreasing self-propelling agency concentration and perhaps even push the source population toward more efficiency. One example of this process is the transfer of efficiency arising from the grassroots binational political activity that immigrants can now deploy due to an increase in dual citizenship (Portes 1999). Most migrants belonged to the excluded classes in their country of origin, but immigration changes frames so that they can come to reject the legitimacy of the elite power structure back home. Because they live abroad, they are not subjected to the (often intangible) reprisals and repressions utilized by elites to stay in power. According to Portes (1999), “The experience of living under a democratic system with an effective and autonomous judicial system socializes immigrants into a new political outlook and increases their expectations for change in their own countries” (474). Other sources of efficiency for the source population include the grassroots practices of capital flow through remittances, the return of more highly trained immigrants, and the flow of efficiency that takes place with binational political activity, organization, and development. Armed with a different frame, and with economic power, immigrants can denounce corruption and propose organization outside the current power structure. Thus, new leveraging networks appear that promote social mobility at either the source or the target country.

Migrants will continue to leave inefficiency in search of efficient populations that allow social mobility. There is potential for this massive movement of people to reduce inefficiency differentials worldwide. Globalization is simultaneously increasing and fostering the movement of people and blurring national borders (as seen with the European Union [EU]), while increasing the nativist impulses of nation-states.5 Both the United States and the EU have taken a defensive xenophobic and racist stance and are in the process of developing policies that restrict the flow of people. The EU recently passed the Return Directive, which was approved on June 18, 2008, by the European Parliament and gives EU countries two years to develop the changes required to detain undocumented immigrants simply on an administrative order, and retain them for up to eighteen months prior to their deportation.

The leaders of Mercosur, a trade agreement of Latin American nations and the Organization of American States (OAS), released a strong condemnation of this policy. They stated that industrialized countries should adopt policies to prevent the economic asymmetries, or differentials in inefficiency, that fuel emigration from the South. Some points of contention are the enormous subsidies paid to farmers in the North “that distort competitiveness,” and the EU market’s lack of openness to products from developing nations (Valente 2008). These political disagreements will inevitably continue until more rational immigration policies are developed.

On this side of the Atlantic, Governor Brewer of the state of Arizona has signed into law a restrictive measure that aims to identify, prosecute, and deport illegal immigrants. Police officers are now obligated to request papers proving citizenship of individuals they feel might be undocumented. This measure is under enormous scrutiny because its opponents believe it will lead to racial profiling. Reaction to this law has included boycotts, petitions, and threats of litigation. These policies in both continents will only push families further into poverty, curtail remittances that are vital to the sending nation’s economy, and decrease migrants’ capacity to level off inefficiency differentials.

While within national boundaries the gradual erosion of efficiency proceeds inexorably in some communities, there is an interesting caveat in the wider context of global migration: the influx of foreign capital through remittances can offset the effect of agency drain and perhaps even push the source population toward efficiency. Thus, the process has the potential to render overall gains in efficiency for both the source and the target countries.6 But nativist anti-immigration movements, which are more focused on restricting immigration than on understanding the phenomenon, obscure the benefits that immigrants bring to host societies. Thus the catalyzing action that migration has on social mobility remains largely unrecognized. In the absence of a rational policy on immigration, nativism takes over. Thus, restrictions on migration appear that are not the result of a logical approach to the issue but rather are the reckless manifestations of a defensive posture.

Migration as a Policy Tool

Scholars have begun to criticize the irrationality behind immigration policy due to its disconnection from globalization and related markets. Sassen (2005, 35) explains that immigration is handled as a process autonomous from other policy processes, as a unilateral sovereign matter, and as part of the state as if it has not been touched by international transformations in which the state operates. Sassen argues for a new role for state immigration policy, one that is more international and more multilateral. In the absence of more rational globalized policy developments, migrants continue to move at their own risk.

Many people justify their nativism by saying that immigrants act against the law of the land. This approach is naive at best. In the same way that it would be unreasonable to write laws against basic human needs like food, it is unreasonable to legislate against the basic need that takes migrants to remote lands looking for a better way of life. Furthermore, it is unreasonable to expect human beings, driven by dynamics beyond their control, to obey unreasonable laws. We need to replace irrational domestic immigration policies with rational transnational immigration policies. As globalization progresses, worldwide institutional bodies like the United Nations could take over the role of managing workers’ visas. After undergoing careful background checks, immigrants could obtain visas to go wherever efficiency is high and opportunities for employment are available. A single visa could allow entry to any country where workers are needed. This movement of people is already happening, but in an informal manner and at great risk to migrants and their families. Why not formalize this process and allow human beings, who have evolved into migrants driven by the need to feed themselves and their families, opportunities for full potential? As Martina explained, “Why do they make this process so difficult? It is clear that we are needed here. . . . Why don’t they just admit to themselves that we are taking care of jobs that most others don’t want and in the process we are bringing strength to this society?”

Rationalizing the immigration process would allow for efficiency differentials among nations to balance themselves formally rather than informally. In fact, migrants bring equilibrium among nations (Sassen 2005), and they benefit both their native countries and their receiving countries. Remittances and transnational political activism not only provide economic goods but also change cultural patterns of oppression and marginalization (see Guarnizo, Portes, and Haller 2003; Landolt 2001; Vertovec 2001).

The fact is that the self-propelling agency of immigrants has well known effects on the receiving societies. We know that immigrants energize neighborhoods that were in decline prior to their arrival (Winnick 1990; Sampson 2008). In fact, Detroit, which has a stratospheric unemployment rate and has significantly lost jobs throughout the population, is at the same time seeing its Latin American business community thrive. This economic activity is revitalizing the neighborhoods of Mexican Town and surrounding areas spearheaded by women who are developing small business, some of which are national (Guzman 2010). In addition, we know that immigrants have revived industries that were in decline (Light and Bonacich 1991; Waldinger 1986). Cities that receive concentrated immigration are among the safest places around (Sampson 2008). Furthermore, through remittances, immigrants are contributing to decreases in efficiency differentials (Orozco 2002; Williams 2001). Implicit in all these findings is the idea that immigrants positively influence values. Thus, they might be agents of change in a wider range of personal and civic attitudes and behaviors (Beine, Docquier, and Schiff 2008). Changes in attitudes and behaviors have been reported in research on how individuals from the host country are acculturated by their exposure to Latin American immigrants; these changes include a greater sensitivity to issues about immigration and the struggle involved in immigration, defining cultural goods they would like to adopt and do adopt, and a greater appreciation for collectivism and interdependence as a component of culture (Domínguez and Maya-Jariego 2008).

Economic governing bodies that negotiate trade agreements, like the World Trade Organization, have a significant role to play in assuring that justice in trade is maximized so that differentials in inefficiency diminish and migrants have fewer reasons to make the difficult, risky and costly decision to migrate. It is safe to assume that people do not want to leave their families, friends, and cultures to be able to earn a living and support their families. Governments in the United States and the European Union need to clearly evaluate the effect of their foreign policy making on the increase in immigration. These governments should also make an adequate assessment of the benefits that migrants provide to their economies. They should not deny the economic need and willingness to exploit workers that keep migrants “under the table” (informal work that is not subject to taxation) and further restrict their freedoms. Governmental bodies have the responsibility to formulate rational policies that preserve human rights and provide adequately for the social, human, and cultural development of migrants who, after all, spread agency wherever they go.

In this chapter, I have extended the Social Flow framework so that it can be used transnationally in a globalized economy. I have revisited migration and constructed a bias-free definition for it that provides us with an effective tool to analyze human movement. Most important, characterizing migration as a phenomenon, by identifying its causes and its effects on both source and target countries, has led to the ways in which it can be used as a tool in public policy for improving the prospects of social mobility for people who are socially excluded.


Notes

INTRODUCTION

1. For additional information on Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three City Study go to http://web.jhu.edu/threecitystudy.

2. There have been several influential, longitudinal qualitative studies that utilize a small number of respondents to draw out important sociological lessons (Dietrich 1998; Liebow 2003; MacLeod 1987). Their methodological approach highlights the experiences of a relatively small number of individuals in order to develop, present, and expand theoretical frameworks. The present study uses a similar rationale to address current debates in poverty research, social capital theory, network theory, and immigrant incorporation debates.

3. All participants’ names have been changed, and their ages correspond to the time of last contact in 2002.

CHAPTER 1

1. Many scholars question the reality of the American Dream. For more, see Boorstin 1962; Cashin 2004; Jhally and Lewis 1992; Schwarz 1997.

2. Hispanics are the largest minority group in Arizona, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, Idaho, Iowa, Kansas, Massachusetts, Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, Oregon, Rhode Island, Texas, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming (http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/population/013734.html).

3. This population has also recently begun to expand to rural areas in the Carolinas and neighboring states.

4. There are a few exceptions, like Mario Small’s (2004) study of a Puerto Rican housing development, Lisa Dietrich’s (1998) study of Chicana adolescents in a San Diego neighborhood, and Ruth Horowitz’s (1983) study of Mexicans in a Chicago neighborhood. Only Small’s study utilized neighborhood effects models. Many other studies have become classics in their capacity to provide substantial understanding of the dynamics and mechanisms involved with residents in high-poverty neighborhoods including Stack 1997; Wilson 1987, 1996, 2006; Venkatesh 2002; Anderson 1999; Hannerz 2004.

5. Small’s (2004) study of a Puerto Rican housing development and Xavier de Souza Briggs’s (1998) study of relocated public housing adolescents in Yonkers, New York, are exceptions.

6. These housing choices could be a function of age. The mean age of the Latin American mothers is twenty-five, giving these mothers more time to establish their own households.

7. An example of contextual triggers comes from an interview I did with three African Americans living in South Boston who told me that they had gone into a bar only to see a big shamrock centrally located on top of the bar that made them decide to leave. “Shamrocks and us don’t mix, you now?” said one of them. In this case, we see how the shamrock acts as a contextual trigger to frames, which are historically developed between blacks and the Irish in Boston.

8. Frames is a concept in cultural sociology and not really explored by functionalist thinkers.

9. Efficient communities tend to be associated with energy and natural resources. In this case, efficient communities involve human beings and populations.

10. The marginal man is one who lives in two antagonistic societies and who fuses in his mind fully or in part these disparate cultures (Park 1928).

11. New York City is known as a discriminatory city, having had a series of hate-based crimes that have been widely reported in the news media. While African Americans used to be the main victims, hate has now focused on immigrants. See http://www.splcenter.org/get-informed/intelligence-report/browse-all-issues/2007/winter/immigration-backlash. Nevertheless, as many authors have concluded, these incidents do not take away the otherwise receptive nature that allows immigrants to get ahead in New York. It is exactly this getting ahead that provokes others to use hate-based violence against them.

12. The descendants of European immigrants attending colleges in the United States are seldom aware of the interventions their immigrant ancestors received that afforded homes and resources in the suburbs, and they blame new immigrants and African Americans for being in poverty. These differences in frames promulgate hate-based discriminatory practices and reinforce inequality.

13. Another factor that contributes to the loss of parental authority among immigrants relates to their utilization of corporal punishment as part of their disciplinary repertoire. When they arrive in the United States, immigrants learn quickly to fear the “mandated reporter” and their children’s awareness that corporal punishment is not permitted in this country. Immigrant parents are left without an adequate repertoire of disciplinary means and are often at a loss when trying to control their children’s behavior.

14. Oppositional culture became a way to explain the adaptations from living in inner cities and not having access to opportunities. According to this theory advanced by Fordham and Ogbu (1986) and others, marginalized minorities who see themselves as being cut off from opportunities like education begin to devalue education and to exert pressure on peers to devalue it as well. Lost in purely cultural explanations is the role of structural factors in the development of norms and values.

15. Bridging social capital is essential for “getting ahead” (Briggs 2002). Briggs (2007, 263) describes five functions of bridges: binding diverse societies; expanding social and civic identities; opening insular communities; containing ethnic and other intergroup conflict; and reducing status inequalities.

16. Inefficient populations cannot sustain Social Flow; so talking about social mobility in such populations is out of the question. To promote social mobility in inefficient populations, they must be first integrated with efficiency as discussed in chapter 8.

CHAPTER 2

1. This chapter relies heavily on archival information (e.g., the New York Times, the Boston Globe, the U.S. census, BostonFamilyHistory.com, city of Boston documents, and M. F. Sweetser’s King’s Handbook of Boston Harbor [1888]).

2. A minority group is a group of people who differ racially or politically from a larger group of which it is a part. In the United States, African Americans, Asians, Latin Americans, and Native Americans are ethnic minorities.

3. See www.bostonfamilyhistory.com.

4. While South Boston has received much attention in the news media and inspired several books, very little written information exists about East Boston. This accounts for the unequal amount of information I can convey about East Boston’s historical development.

5. See www.bostonhistorycollaborative.org.

6. Spence was an early proponent of mixed-income housing, which became the policy of choice with HOPE VI in the 1990s and resulted in the renovation of severely distressed public housing developments, turning them into mixed-income communities. Maverick Gardens was demolished with HOPE VI funding in the mid-2000s. The belief that mixed-income housing increases social capital has not been evidenced in studies (Domínguez and Allen 2010)

7. See http://main.wgbh.org/programs/5582_01.

CHAPTER 3

1. The Yoruba are an ethnic group from West Africa that is heavily represented among the slave populations that Europeans brought to the Americas. Many descendents of those slaves still practice Yoruban, a belief system that was camouflaged with Catholicism and is now known as Santeria in the Caribbean and other countries with large African populations. Brazilian Candonblé and Haitian voodoo parallel Santeria.

2. Vilna Bashi’s (2007) book discusses an equivalent to anchors, which she calls “hubs.” The hubs in her book are veteran West Indians immigrants who coordinate the immigration and resettlement of more recent West Indian immigrants.

3. Stack (2001) demonstrates how employers in Oakland, California, play an enormous role in deterring the future of young employees in low-paid positions by not allowing them the flexibility to continue studies. Managers of service establishments such as fastfood restaurants tend to have backgrounds similar to those of their employees, including level of education. The managers fear being replaceable and not doing a job that demonstrates a total commitment to the enterprise. They project these fears onto the employees and cannot help them with the flexibility necessary to go to school. In the process, young people accumulate debt from student loans and eventually get frustrated and give up. Although Josefa’s experience occurred in Honduras, it is comparable to that of the youths in Oakland (Stack 2001).

4. It is not only reciprocity that is tested and changes under economic stress. Help from family and friends becomes commoditized, and individuals end up having to pay for help they previously received through friendship or family ties. See Menjívar (2000) for an exploration into commoditization of aid under economic distress.

5. One way to evaluate the changing nature of networks when you can see participants over time is to always inquire about new people in their lives. Sometimes I would ask instead, “What did you do this past weekend?” and that would lead to discussion of ties not previously mentioned.

6. The absence of married men in ethnographies of people who live in poverty will likely change in the process of researching first-generation immigrants because they are more likely to be married (Burnam et al. 1987; Capps et al. 2003; Dunn and Dyck 2000).

7. Internalized oppression is the incorporation and acceptance by individuals within an oppressed group of the prejudices against them within the dominant society. Internalized oppression consists of feelings of self-hatred, self-concealment, fear of violence, and feelings of inferiority, resignation, isolation, powerlessness, and gratefulness for being allowed to survive. Internalized oppression is the mechanism within an oppressive system for perpetuating domination not only by external control but also by building subservience into the minds of the oppressed groups (Pheterson 1986).

8. More recent research has demonstrated that African American families who live in poverty are largely socially isolated and not able to count on kin as they did in the sixties during Stack’s 1970s ethnographic research (Roschelle 1997; Domínguez and Watkins 2003).

9. Youth workers were vital to the women in the study because their presence allowed these mothers to trust letting their children out of their apartments to participate in activities. Youth workers are also fundamental in their capacity to prevent risky behavior among young people, including violence (Baines and Alder 1996). The rates of violence typically go up in public housing developments and poor neighborhoods when youth workers are missing.

10. For more discussion on the role of weak ties in socioeconomic mobility, see Granovetter 1973, 1982.

11. Generally, men worked in factories, but some of the women who were recently arrived immigrants, like Marisol, did as well. Women tended to move out of these low-earning manufacturing jobs and into janitorial services, followed by hotel work and other related jobs that were often unionized and where the schedules were more flexible, allowing them to care for their children and homes. Nevertheless, these jobs tended to have better wages and potential for mobility, and this benefited women.

12. A concentrated area of poverty is defined as census tracts with 40 percent or more of families living under the poverty level (Jargowsky 2003).

13. Josefa’s and Rosario’s views are consistent with those of religious conservatives in the country and with policies focusing on abstinence only that were prevalent during the nineties and the following decade. These policies reduced neither sexual activity nor pregnancy among youth. In addition, the internationalization of these policies took place during the severe escalation of AIDS in Africa.

CHAPTER 4

1. Because the interviews generally took place in the home, children would often come in and out during conversations, and mothers did not always ask for privacy. Martin was, for example, often present for my conversations with Lisa. Lisa took care to avoid certain subjects while he was present, but otherwise, Martin was exposed to much adult-based content during our meetings.

2. Although Lisa has had relationships with both men and women, she described herself as a lesbian during our interviews.

3. Because race is a social construction, its boundaries are open to societal dictates. Having resources allows black people to be less black in the eyes of whites. As a result, they experience less discrimination.

4. It also renders the prevention of sexually transmitted diseases much more difficult (Marsiglia 1998).

5. Rent.com. July 8, 2009 (http://www.rent.com/rentals/massachusetts/boston-and-vicinity/boston).

6. Residence in public housing in the context of a city that has among the top three most costly standards of living is unlike residence in public housing in the majority of metropolitan areas of this country. The women I followed saw residence in public housing as part of their strategy to cap their housing costs at 30 percent of their income in an effort to save for the future and pay for services needed now for themselves and their children. Public housing is another strategy in their trajectory toward advancement. Many of the women I followed moved out of public housing while they were participating in the study.

CHAPTER 5

1. When I was working as a social worker with low-income families, I had learned to verify appointments as much as possible to avoid no-shows. I find this practice just as necessary when I do research. Being tolerant and flexible in terms of time orientation is an aspect of cultural competence that avoids tremendous frustration and feeling offended by people who otherwise appear to not have concerns for one’s time.

2. Middle-class homes would be low-income homes in many parts of the country. In the expensive housing market of Boston, they are more likely to be middle-class homes. In fact, the high cost of housing obscures usual class markers.

3. This story resonates with me, since I well remember leaving Chile in midsummer and arriving in Boston in the winter. All we had were ponchos, which were inadequate protection from the New England winter. This entry scenario stands in my mind, as it does for Camila and all immigrants who remember the harshest and most salient aspects of their initial entry into a new country.

4. One of the benefits of using longitudinal ethnography to study social ties and bridges is its ability to capture intent behind the bridging and the consequences it has for the recipient. Having the opportunity to do fieldwork and spend time talking to people allowed me to observe and understand both sides of the bridging, which is one particular contribution of ethnographic research.

5. A modeling career would likely have limited her education as well, but would likely not have left her in poverty.

6. Another factor in young women’s decision to keep their babies has to do with the influence of religion. Many Latin Americans are Catholic, and their religion vehemently opposes abortion. Camila is not religious and denied this being a factor.

7. Camila’s experience is consistent with low-income mothers’ worst fears. Child care arrangements are among the greatest sources of stress for low-income mothers (Evans 2004).

8. Although there is an understanding that more and more grandparents are taking care of their grandchildren (Fuller-Thomson and Minkler 2001), we do not know how grandmothers use their family’s need as an opportunity for self-employment as professional day care providers. Nancy, Camila’s mother, demonstrated her own self-propelling agency by creating this opportunity and formalizing it so that she can take care of her grandchildren and others that bring in income at the same time. This practice is worthy of further research.

9. “Even” means she balances her money drawer.

10. Marisa’s trajectory offers a picture of what Camila’s trajectory would have been absent young motherhood. Unlike Camila, Marisa was able to go straight through to college and did not have children until she graduated. But she also had access to the same opportunities and support and leverage networks and social modeling as Camila.

11. To read this story, go to chapter 1.

12. Generally, the women in the study were more educated than the men. Josefa and Alberto, who both had associate degrees in accounting, were the only exceptions.

13. Elena was one of only two women in the sample who did not have children.

CHAPTER 6

1. Structural violence includes neighborhood and domestic violence because of their high correlation with poverty, racism, discrimination, and other factors that limit access to the opportunity structure for adults and young men.

2. Besides having a Ph.D. in sociology and social welfare policy, I am a licensed independent clinical social worker in Massachusetts. As such, I am qualified to make diagnostic impressions based on presenting factors.

3. I had the opportunity to walk with her throughout the neighborhood on occasion and saw her interact with men. Men watched her and often sparked conversations that were reportedly unwanted by Marta, but they served to increase her confidence.

4. Launched in 1992, the $5 billion HOPE VI program represents a dramatic turnaround in public housing policy and one of the most ambitious urban redevelopment efforts in the nation’s history. It replaces severely distressed public housing projects, occupied exclusively by poor families, with redesigned mixed-income housing and provides housing vouchers to enable some of the original residents to rent apartments in the private market. It has helped transform the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s approach to housing assistance for the poor (Popkin 2004).

5. Comadres is a designation given to fictive kin as recognition of their special place in the family as godmothers.

6. I do not intend to prove causality but to offer insight into patterns that converge to result in particular behaviors.

7. The focus on white T-shirts and cleanliness could be a component of internalized racism and the fascination with white as pretty and clean, as opposed to black as dirty (McClintock 2000).

8. Locus of control refers to the extent to which individuals believe that they can control events that affect them. Individuals with a high internal locus of control believe that events result primarily from their own behavior and actions. Individuals with high external locus of control believe that control over their lives lies outside of themselves. Populations that have been marginalized tend to have an external locus of control because they have been socialized in contexts of exclusion with no control over their life trajectories. On the other hand, people with access to the opportunity structure tend to develop an internal locus of control. For additional information, see Rotter 1975.

9. Domestic abuse occurs at all income levels, but the consequences differ according to income level. Low-income women have fewer resources to deal with the consequences. In addition, when rates of domestic violence are as high as 40 to 60 percent among low-income women (Tolman and Raphael 2000), the devastation is compounded, and the transmission is epidemic.

CHAPTER 7

1. I am not implying that terrorism and domestic abuse work in the same way. They have similar consequences, however, in terms of increasing fear and changing behavior, which acts as restrictions and controls on the affected population.

2. As with Camila, Paula, Josefa, and Marta, I met with Marcela for more than two years through monthly interviews and consequent follow-up visits.

3. Some women who escape domestic violence via migration do so through “mailorder” marriages. Often, these marriages subjugate the women, who are at the mercy of the citizen husband who has requested their legal status. See Sassen 2009.

4. Isabel’s housing situation allows Marcela to make a comparison between her own project-based housing benefit, which sets the cost of rent at 30 percent of her salary and covers utilities, and Isabel’s benefit, which also limits her rent to 30 percent of her salary but requires her to pay for utilities, since she lives in private housing. As Marcela told me: “I am glad that I do not have to worry about utilities because this way I know exactly how much I am paying.” Many native-born women I met in public housing fear moving out because of the high cost of rents in the private market and the additional cost of utilities.

5. The high cost of telephone contact between inmates and their families is something that I witnessed during my work in prisons. Many inmates went long periods without having contact with their family members; as a result, their family relationships and the inmates themselves suffered greatly. This is because the families of inmates pay extremely inflated prices for telephone calls from their loved ones.

6. A “reality check” is an instance of confronting or acknowledging the facts about something and thus dispelling unrealistic notions. Reality checks are necessary components of healthy social support relationships.

7. The Food Basket’s low wages stem from its location in the inner city. At the height of inner city economic distress in the early nineties, the Clinton administration showcased the Food Basket as a standing and rare economic institution that had not abandoned the inner city. At that time, economic institutions had mostly left inner cities, making food shopping a difficult and costly endeavor for the residents of low-income neighborhoods and contributing greatly to obesity and health disparities. Although the area around the Food Basket has since improved dramatically, it continues to serve primarily poor African Americans and first-generation immigrants. In this sense, Marcela’s wages were consistent with the community surrounding her at home and at work.

CHAPTER 8

1. A test of this premise would be found in populations that are attaining social mobility in the absence of self-propelling agents and agency.

2. See Migration and Remittances Factbook 2008, http://econ.worldbank.org.

3. See http://www.inmotionaame.org/migrations/topic.cfm?migration=4&topic=4.

4. Discrimination in housing continues to happen regardless of laws outlawing such practices.

5. Nativism is a form of xenophobia targeting immigrants, who are perceived as undermining the essence of a nation or society.

6. Whether or not immigrants getting ahead in the receiving country and sending remittances can end up increasing efficiency in both countries depends significantly on the economic viability of the receiving country. Since the start of the economic recession, the amounts of remittances have decreased.
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