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ABSTRACT

This paper reports a study concerning the positions 
of the older person in Mexican-American family life in Tucson 
as compared to that of older persons in the family of dominant 
Anglo culture and major attitudes which influence that position. 
There is some acculturation of Mexican-Americans in the direc
tion of Anglo patterns which allow more independence of gener
ations and individuals within the family. Despite this trend 
and the fact that less value is attached to the knowledge of 
elderly people and family members are less solicitous of them 
than in traditional patterns, Mexican-American elderly persons 
are still treated with respect and consideration. Elderly 
Mexican-Americans are more welcome in the conjugal family 
circle of their adult children than are Anglo elderly people.

Mexlcan-Americans have a greater tendency than Anglos 
to live in the three-generational family. In contrast to the 
trend of the dominant two-generational family pattern of Anglo 
society, they regard it as a proper and even desirable living 
arrangement. It is in the more favorable attitudes toward 
elderly persons and their place in society, rather than struc
ture, that the most striking differences between Mexican- 
Americans and Anglos exist.

vi



THE BACKGROUND OF THE MEXICAN-AMERICAN FAMILY OF TUCSON

Introduction
To the casual observer or tourist, the Mexican-American 

population of Tucson seems a distinct ethnic group recognizable 
by olive complexion, Spanish accents, and spicy foods. Various 
books, theses, and journals describe the Mexican-Amerlcan popu
lation of Tucson and the Southwest just as distinctly but in a 
less superficial way. I began this study as I was interested 
in ascertaining whether the distinct Mexican-Amerlcan culture 
continued to exist or was beginning to undergo great change as 
young people grew up, went to school, obtained better jobs 
than those of their parents, and came into larger contact with 
Anglo peoples.

I was specifically interested in the status and role 
of the older person in the family, a subject with which I had 
some familiarity from earlier interests in the population of 
retired Anglos in Tucson. Role, for this paper, means that 
which a person does in performing the rights and duties of 
his status (Williams I960: 264). The status of an individual 
is the position which he holds in relation to others in his 
group, in this case the family.

Is there a difference in the way that older people are 
treated in Anglo and Mexican-Amerlcan populations? If so,

1



2
is the acculturation of younger Mexican-Americans changing this 
to an appreciable degree?

My hypothesis, then, was: the treatment of older people 
is not greatly different in acculturated Mexican-American 
families from the treatment of elderly peoples in Anglo families 
This hypothesis was proved to be wrong. There is a great differ 
ence in the status and role of an elderly Mexican-American in 
his family as compared to the elderly Anglo in his family. 
Younger adults are acculturating but this has made little change 
in the life of elderly Mexican-Americans of the families which 
I studied, except for a notable exception in family UBU (see 
Appendix C). The changes which have taken place have had little 
effect on attitude, and elderly people are still treated with 
respect and deference.

Change is coming to the Mexican-American way of life, 
however. It has been a very slow and creeping change thus far. 
The young people of today, leaders of tomorrow’s Mexican- 
American community and families, seem much closer to the 
Anglo position than their parents, even though they are still 
discernably Mexican-American in attitude. Perhaps when these 
young people assume full leadership even greater change will 
come, more noticeably and more rapidly. Kluckhohn and Strodt- 
beck (I96I: 257) had a similar feeling about Spanish-Americans 
of New Mexico of whom they wrote that cultural changes are, at 
the present time, "superficial ones made necessary by the 
demands of adaptation, and they have scarcely touched the
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deeper convictions of the people." The changes nonetheless 
"indicate that basic changes in the total value system are 
to be expected."

The research for my thesis -was conducted during 1963 
and 1964 in Tucson, Arizona. My Informants were chiefly 
middle-class Mexican-American peoples, not all of whom lived 
in the traditionally Mexican-American areas of the city. The 
vast majority lived in well-kept, nice homes, believed in 
education for their children, and, in other more or less super
ficial ways, seemed to have acculturated to middle-class Anglo 
attitudes and patterns of living.

As Mexlcan-Americans have taken on some characteristics 
of the Anglo, it would seemingly be very hard to ascertain 
the Mexican family patterns with a traditional place for the 
older person in the family. Those in transition are usually 
considered to be "very difficult to identify and more so to 
describe" (Braulio 1964: 2).

Officer (1951s 8) says that one of the reasons that it 
is hard to arrive at a correct figure for the number of persons 
of Mexican descent in Tucson is that it is hard to define just 
who these people are. A total figure may include people of 
Spanish, Mexican, and Indian ethnic origin. Despite these 
problems, my sample was quite small, and the people whom I 
interviewed, and whose attitudes and social patterns I spe
cifically describe, readily identify themselves as Mexican. 
Describing these people is also facilitated by the internal



consistency of individual answers, of all answers of the group, 
and by the correlation of these with the patterns described by 
authorities who concern themselves with rural, mestizo, northern 
Mexican, or other related Spanish-speaking people of the South
west. The Mexican-American people themselves define Mexican 
in just such cultural terms (Getty 1950* 22); one woman 
(family WAM) told me, "...if they speak Spanish they are our 
own.M

I was assisted in the selection of informants by 
Miss Maria Urquides, Dean of Girls at Pueblo High School in 
Tucson.

My methodology was extremely simple. The greater 
part of my information on Mexican-American patterns of Tucson 
was gathered from unstructured interviews of several members 
of 10 Mexican-American families, usually a series conducted 
in the home, and from participant observation. I also ob
tained Information from journals and books written by others; 
this was particularly true of Anglo family patterns which I 
compared with the Mexican-American.

For supplemental information, and a more direct 
comparison of Anglo and Mexican-American attitudes in Tucson,
I used a questionnaire devised by Bobrow (1959) to study the 
attitudes of Tucsonian Anglos toward elderly peoples. The 
questionnaire has a long list of statements, all of which I 
did not use, to which the respondent answers are "yes," 
meaning MI agree,H or "no," meaning "I do not agree." The



■percentages of "yes" and "no" answers from the two samples can
not be directly compared with any great validity. The size of 
samples was vastly different; Bobrow's was quite large and mine 
rather small, approximately 1+5 people. Bobrow used her test 
results as data to be analyzed alone as representative of Anglo 
attitudes. I merely used the test results as supplemental to 
interviews. More importantly, the test was conceived for 
Anglos, stated in terms of Anglo philosophies and attitudes.
A "yes" answer from a Mexican-American does not necessarily re
flect the same sort of attitude as an Anglo "yes." For instance, 
conservatism is a Mexican-American value, but a negative concept 
for Anglos. Thus, a "yes" answer to "Old people are more con
servative than young people" is, in Bobrow* s analysis, an ac
ceptance of stereotypes about older people. The answer indicates 
prejudice toward older people. A Mexican-American "yes" to the 
same statement is perhaps stereotype, but it is a flattering 
one. Older people in Mexican-American society are expected to 
be, and are respected for being, conservative.

See Appendix A and B for more information concerning 
the questionnaire♦

My sample of Mexican-Americans is too small to make 
sweeping generalizations from my findings and observations.
I can speak only for the approximately ̂ 5 Mexican-Americans 
whom I interviewed. My use of the term Mexican-American, and 
my conclusions, refer specifically to them. Appendix C des
cribes these informants.

5



6
Cultural Background of Mexican-Americans

The majority of my Mexican-American informants, all of 
whom live in Tucson, are natives of the United States, or were 
brought to this country as small children. None is a member of 
a family whose ancestors are deeply rooted in the United States. 
Usually, parents, or grandparents, of present day adults came 
from Mexico, most often from the state of Sonora. One elderly 
man (family HC") had migrated from Guanajuato, and considers 
Sonorans scarcely Mexican at all. Another informant (family 
11H"), a woman in her late fifties, had been born in Baja, Cali
fornia but was reared from girlhood by a foster family in 
Nogales, Sonora. Two families (“G” and “E") had ancestors who 
came from Spain. The husband of one of my informants was a 
native of the Philippines. Another Mexican-American respon
dent was married to a man of Italian descent. Despite these 
exceptions, the majority of my informants’ antecedents were in 
Sonora, Mexico, and recently so.

One family (nAu) came from a small Sonoran mining town 
when the older children were babies. The mother of the family 
had been born in the United States when her own parents had 
fled to California from the revolutionary terror in Mexico 
of the early 1900’s. Another family (”J”), a group of sisters 
now married, has gradually moved up from Sonora as their indi
vidual wishes and their husbands dictated. Their mother later 
moved to Tucson to join them. Another family ("F") moved to 
the United States from Sonora over 30 years ago; the parents,



for all practical purposes, still speak only Spanish and con
sider themselves Mexican. They register as aliens every 
January. Their children, the eldest of whom was born in 
Mexico and all of whom spoke almost no English until school- 
age, are American citizens, and, although in many ways they 
are much like Anglos, they maintain much of their Mexican- 
like attitude. The children, now adults, are skilled workers 
and members of the class of lower echelon white collar workers.
A daughter told me that even though she still considers herself 
Mexican and likes to do things as she thinks they would be done 
in Mexico, it is hard for her to speak Spanish and even harder 
to think in Spanish or to compose a letter in Spanish for her 
parents. Other families have similar histories.

Officer (1964: 73) verifies the preponderance of Sonorans 
in Tucson*s Mexican-American society, saying that 70̂  of the 
Mexican population is from the state of Sonora. Gamio and Tuck, 
who wrote earlier and primarily of Mexican-Americans in other 
areas of the United States, have said that the majority of 
Mexican immigrants to the United States come from the Mesa- 
Central states of Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Michoacan (Gamio 
1930: 21-22; Tuck 1946: 67)• However, Gamio qualifies this 
observation by saying that a sizeable percentage of the migrants 
also came from those Mexican states bordering on the United 
States itself. And it is logical that migrant peoples from 
the border area of Mexico would move to the border states of 
the United States. In an article (Stone 1963: 4) on the border

7
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towns of Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, located very 
close to Tucson, the 1,600 miles-long United States border of 
Mexico is described as attractive to Mexicans because of oppor
tunities for jobs in the United States, higher wages in the 
border towns of Mexico itself than in those of the interior, 
and possible eventual settlement in the United States. The 
border towns and states of the United States reflect this in 
the high percentages of Mexican peoples in their populations.

For the purposes of this paper which is concerned not 
with house patterns, native foods, nor other such specific 
items but with the broad patterns of attitude and practice 
within the family, the exact background is not so important.
It is the degree to which the individual has kept his Mexican 
characteristics, especially his Mexican-like attitudes. Actual 
actions and tasks are not so important in this regard as the 
relationship among the members of the family, between the per
formers of the tasks and the assignors, and the attitudes and 
beliefs which determine these relationships. Tuck, writing 
about the background of her Mexican-Amerlcan informants in a 
California town, made a significant statement concerning this. 
There are differences in the background of Mexican migrants 
from the various areas in Mexico, but these tend to be small 
and particularistic. The broad "larger outlines of life are 
amazingly similar from region to region, and details being 
illustrative only of individual local approaches" (Tuck 1946: 78).



The usual Mexican immigrant to the United States is a 
mestizo with a mixed culture (Gamio 1930: 56-57; Tuck 19^6: 65) 
from a low social stratum in Mexico (Gamio 1930: 153)• He is 
the product of a rural (Jones 19^8: 450) folk-culture (Gamio 
1930: ?4) which is a relatively small, isolated, non-literate 
homogenous society (McWilliams 1948: 212)• A Mexican migrant 
from these rural areas is regional-minded5 he has little concept 
or knowledge of the whole of Mexico. He learns to speak of and 
love the country of Mexico after coming to the United States 
(Gamio 1930: 128). Even so, the migrants did not usually come 
from areas so backward and remote that they were completely out 
of touch with the modern world. A man must have some idea, no 
matter how vague, of modern life in order to want to migrate 
to an urban-industrial country where he can, perhaps, find a 
better life (Tuck 1946: 66). These men were "laborers from 
village and town environments who had some familiarity with 
a technology more advanced than....the peasantry of the lowland 
agricultural areas" (Broom and Shevky 1952: 151).

The Mexican migrants to the United States came from 
villages which are located on or near a major communications 
route. These small towns were often trading centers or minor 
capitals. Few were smaller than 3,000 population. These 
towns were not, and are not, the bustling centers which the 
towns of equivalent size in the United States would be; they 
were settled and slow-paced. But they were urban, "according 
to the standards of the country in which they were set"

9



10
(Tuck 1946: 68). The people who came from these towns were 
largely a folk people, but with some cognizance of the laws 
under which they had lived, of the modern social and economic 
order, of the organized religion of the church (Tuck 1946: ?6).

In two articles, published in 1948 and 1949, Humphrey 
described the town of Tecolotlan, Jalisco, which he considers 
to be generally representative of the background of the Mexican 
immigrant to the United States. The town is a center of local 
government, a trading center for the local farming area, and, 
in 1940, had a population of 4,266. The migrants seem to have 
been predominantly farm laborers and the sons of upper class 
merchants. Most of the citizens of the town are mestizo 
farmers. The town is connected to the larger world by a 
telegraph line to Guadalajara and by busses which pass through 
the town. There is a local school but education does not reach 
all of the children and is not of the best quality. There is 
very little reading, even by the town’s elite. There is a 
great deal of home manufacturing in the town. And most of 
the town’s people are Catholic; the Protestant population is 
negligible (Humphrey 1948: 240-246; 1949: 138-139).

Mexico is predominantly a rural country; in 1930, 87$ 
of the people lived in villages, small by American standards, 
and in rural areas. Most of the people of these areas are 
members of a folk culture (Humphrey 1943: 364). The individual 
in such a society has fewer choices, as life is centered around 
strong family ties and tradition. Behavior is controlled by
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public opinion (Jones 1948% 50) • This orientation to slow- 
social change and continuity of life in turn delays the assimi
lation of the Mexican Immigrant in the United States because as 
a folk people

They have a common body of tradition which 
is passed on from generation to generation, 
which determines much of the pattern of 
their lives, and to which almost everyone 
conforms. This body of tradition is made 
explicit in proverbs and admonitions [which 
were quoted several times by my Tucson in
formant sj and in the examples which one 
generation sets for the next and expects 
to be followed. The child in a folk society 
receives his education by experience from 
within the circle of the extended family 
(Burma 1954: 123-124).

It is this tradition which distinguishes the Mexican 
American in "the more complex world in which they live" (Tuck 
1946: ?6). The tradition determines the pattern of life for 
almost all Mexican-Americans. It is seldom questioned, thus 
narrowing the choices which an individual can make (Tuck 1946: 
76-77).

Unquestioned convention and tradition, based on a 
supernatural explanation of life (Gamio 1930: 74) and on the 
belief that man is subjugated to nature and God’s will (Kluck- 
hohn 1953* 247; Beals and Humphrey 1957* 192), is a part of 
the Mexican concept that all of life is one large activity, 
not compartmentalized and divided into various Interests 
(McWilliams 1948: 212). Such a philosophical position does not 
equip the Mexican-American for a transition to urban society in 
the United States, "...the Mexican who came to the United
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States jumped 5 or 6 decades overnight. What he had learned 
to do In his old life was of no value to him in the new. In 
many respects it was a handicap" (Tuck 1946: 70).

The recently arrived Mexican-American often was branded 
as lazy when his real problem was learning a new set of work 
habits (Schermerhorn 194-9: 187) and a new philosophical position.

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (196I: 244), in describing a 
small Spanish-American village of New Mexico which in 1936 had 
been relatively isolated, said of the villagers in 1951» "It 
has not been easy for Spanish-Americans to adjust to an eco
nomic world which is predicated upon individual initiative 
and responsibility and at least a modicum of planning for the 
future." The authors say that the majority have managed 
fairly well because of collateral and laterally extended re
lationships, the expanding economy of the United States, and 
the second-order orientation to the future. In bad economic 
times this trend may not be able to continue, however, as old 
patterns are reinstated. (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961: 18,
227, 228, 244)

Most Mexican-Ameri cans of the Southwest, which includes 
Arizona and those states which surround it, now live in an 
urban atmosphere. Those with whom I am concerned, the Mexican 
peoples of Tucson, certainly do. The change from a rural to 
an urban way of living can be a crisis situation for anyone.
For the Mexican immigrant, with his particular orientations 
and philosophical position, the problem is magnified. The
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change from the mixed culture of rural Mexico to the highly 
modern urban United States is more abrupt than a move from rural 
to urban situations within Mexico, and results in greater “sub
stitutions and artificial integrations" (Gamio 1930* 64). These 
immigrants must adjust to an urban-industrial society, to strange 
cultural forms, and to some degree of discrimination. These con
ditions are aggravated by the generally low economic status of 
the Mexican immigrant (Talbert 1955* 24-25)»

In Mexico, the basic social and economic unit is still 
the family (Beals and Humphrey 1957* 14). In the rural areas 
the conjugal family is the core of family organization. This 
is occasionally expanded to a three-generation family (Humphrey 
1943* 374). Whetten (1948: 375) confirms this as a characteristic 
pattern of rural Mexico. The three-generational family is insti
tuted for one of several reasons. Newlyweds often live with the 
groom*s parents until they can build a house for themselves.
A young widow with children usually returns to the home of her 
parents. More importantly for this discussion, when elderly 
parents can no longer care for themselves they persuade a son 
to come and live with them or they go to live with a married 
child. Sometimes a married son builds a house on the same plot 
as that of his parents. The two component family groups have 
separate quarters, but their activities and interests are 
usually merged into a variation of the larger extended family
group
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This pattern of more than one family house on a lot was 

reported by one of ray Tucson informants. An old man, living 
alone in a house located out from Tucson on the Nogales high
way leading into Mexico, refused the invitation and entreaties 
of his son and grown grandson to come and live with one of them. 
Finally each built a house for his individual family group near 
the house of the old man. The two younger men now commute to 
Tucson and their work.

There is one difference in this example and that of 
Whetton and the usual Mexlcan-American orientation which was 
reported to me. Most of my Informants told me that it was 
strange, unnatural, or wrong for an elderly parent to live 
with his son if there was a daughter in the family. A parent, 
under usual circumstances, should live with a daughter. It is 
she who does the housework and has the extra worry. A son’s 
wife should not be asked to take on the extra responsibility of 
her husband’s parents. One woman (family "D") explained that 
this was the reason why her parents, if they were to become 
incapacitated or needy, should live with her rather than with 
one of her brothers. (She added that if her parents-in-law 
were to need a home she would take them in). This orientation 
of elderly Mexlcan-American parents toward living with a daughter, 
which is not always followed in actual practice, is in harmony 
with the findings of several studies conducted among Anglo popu
lations: a three-generational Anglo family is usually formed when 
a widowed mother moves into her married daughter’s home.
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Acculturation and change is affecting the pattern of 

multi-family living on a one-house lot. One family ("H") whose 
members I interviewed, had a married daughter, her husband, and 
two small children living in the home until a separate house 
could be built on the back of the lot. The project was later 
abandoned and the young couple obtained another house chiefly 
because the mother and married daughter decided that they did 
not wish to live so close to one another. The mother told me 
that she did not like to hear her daughter and son-in-law 
quarrel, as it made her unhappy.

However, young married couples of the Mexlcan-Amerlcan 
community"in Tucson usually do live quite close to the wife's 
mother. Of the families which I interviewed, several were 
married couples in their twenties and thirties. The majority 
of these lived near the wife's mother. Three did not have 
living mothers, and the mother-in-law of one of these lived 
with her (family WEW). One woman (family "D") lived some dis
tance from her own parents but very close to the home of her 
husband's parents. De Trevino, who writes of upper middle class 
family life in urban northeastern Mexico, also describes the 
prevalent pattern: she says that a young married couple do not
ezpect to be left completely alone, as do young Anglo couples, 
and usually establish their home quite near that of the wife's 
mother (de Trevino 1953* 168). Madsen (1964: 57) describes 
this pattern of newly married couples living near the bride's 
parents for Mexlcan-Americans of South Texas.
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Tuck (1946: 123-124) describes the extended family of 

the rural areas of Mexico as being important, with enduring re
lationships and a prevailing patriarchal family tradition. It 
is expected in Mexican society that there will be a responsible 
male for every family. The father is dominant; he receives sub
mission from his wife and obedience from his children. His 
authority continues as long as his son is in the parental home, 
whether the son is married or not (Humphrey 1943: 373-375)•
And a man does not attend to the physical needs of his children 
in a direct sense. "Family roles are sharply outlined as is the 
sexual division of labor" (Humphrey 1949: 139).

Hewes has said that the Mexican "family structure is 
outwardly patriarchal" tut "the 'inner-family* is maternal" and 
"the mother alone gives coherence to the family unit" (1954: 220). 
One Mexican-American girl (family "A"), and later, her brother, 
told me of the central role which the mother plays in the life 
of their family. Once, when the mother was sick, the girl ex
pressed fear that the small family group could not really stay 
together without the presence and influence of the mother. An 
older Mexican-Amerlcan woman (family "G?) echoed the sentiments 
of the girl. She said that the extreme respect which is shown 
in Mexican Catholicism for the Virgin Mary is based on the respect 
and love which every Mexican Catholic gives to his own mother.
The mother is the center of the home (Beals and Humphrey 1957$
18). De Trevino notes the control of children by a Mexican 
mother, especially daughters. A willful daughter is told.



"You are a child. And I command in this house” (1953$ 166).
The child in such a family, in Mexico or in the United States, 
learns implicit obedience and respect for his elders. This is 
a natural part of life.

Elderly persons are always an important part of the 
Mexican family life. De Trevino says that old people are petted 
and cared for, "pridefully displayed like an heirloom, like a 
jewel in a case" (1953: 167-168). There are few institutions 
for old people in Mexico because they are not needed. This was 
an observation which one of my informants (family "I"), who had 
grown to adulthood in Mexico, also gave. Each family, a liber
ally interpreted concept, cares for its own elderly members and 
does so gladly. . If the old grandmother is sick or senile, the 
family is even more anxious to care for her, to bring her into 
the circle of the family and the home as her need is greater.
De Trevino concludes, "To me one of the sweetest qualities of 
the Mexican family is the devotion to the old" (1953$ I67-I69). 
It has been suggested that de Trevino is romanticizing family 
life in Mexico. This is perhaps so. But, in so doing, she is 
at least showing the ideal of family life and the place of older 
people within its structure, the attitudes which are considered 
best and proper.

De Trevino believes that when she herself has grown old 
and tiresome, her Mexican sons will be concerned and say some
thing like, "Pobrecita de Mamacita, she is nervous today. You 
go to town and buy her some brandied cherries and I 111 run

17
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(across the street and borrow a whodonit for her." American sons, 
given the same circumstances, she believes might say, "do you 
think, if we gave up whiskey we could afford to rent her a room 
in the Shady Rest Home for Trouble some Old Ladies?" (1953: 189). 
The point of de Trevino's slightly facetious story is that Mexi
can sons would be willing to give their homes and love and what
ever else their mother needed and wanted most, no matter how 
difficult this might make their personal living situation. A 
mother must come first. An American son would love his mother 
and care for her, perhaps even sacrificing to give her material 
comforts and medical care, or whatever he thought she needed.
But he would keep his independence and his home and separate 
life intact if possible. He would not want his life and his 
home unduly upset.

There is a tendency for the youngest daughter of a Mexican 
family to remain unmarried so that she may stay with and care for 
her parents, especially if the mother or father is, for some 
reason, incapacitated and in need of special care. De Trevino 
describes such a situation in her book. She talks of a kindly 
woman of late middle age who now lives only to help the various 
families of her kinship network when there is sickness, a wedding, 
or a new baby. In her youth, the woman was a very pretty girl 
courted by some of the most eligible bachelors of her time. She 
remained unmarried to care for Mamacita as all of her sisters 
had already married and she did not want to leave Mamacita alone
(1953: 117-119).
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One Mexlcan-American woman (family MCH) with whom I 

talked, a woman unmarried and in her thirties, lives with a 
widowed father. The father is quite competent, running his 
own print shop at his present age of 70. The daughter says 
she feels no pressure to remain unmarried so that she may be 
companion and housekeeper for her father, although indirect 
pressure probably exists. The father insists that when he 
has grown too sick to work he will go to the Union Hospital 
in Colorado. The unmarried daughter and her brothers and sis
ters doubt that they would allow him to go So far from home, 
away from all of his family. Maria was the last unmarried 
child. Each time she has become interested in a young man, 
the father has influenced her to believe that the beau in 
question was not really good enough or right for her. An 
economic factor also keeps Maria with her father. He pays 
all bills; her salary is hers to spend as she wishes.

In Mexico, the family remains the important major agency 
for the socialization of a child. Sons often live at home with 
their parents until middle age. Children have intimate relations 
within the family circle, with aunts, uncles, cousins, and other 
relatives. Mexican college students studying in American schools, 
when interviewed, tended to believe that traditional family 
life is very important. Research among these students showed 
that Mmany more Mexicans than Americans still put loyalty to 
parents ahead of loyalty to mate" (Beals and Humphrey 1957$ 137)• 
A person* s first loyalty should be to the family, the immediate
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and the extended family. A man of power gets jobs for his 
relatives. A woman goes into deep mourning for relatives who 
have died, even distant cousins. Siblings should support one 
another, deferring to the elder brother. There is some dis
ruption of this traditional family pattern in Mexico today.
But old ways are still considered best (Beals and Humphrey 
1957i 8-14, 189).

Mexican families differ according to social position, 
economic level, and geographic distribution. Mestizo families 
differ from those of Indian or Creole peoples (Ramirez and 
Parres 1957$ 18). Beals and Humphrey (1957$ 14) say there are 
probably great class differences within the general Mexican 
family type, but even in urban areas they tend to be of the 
extended type when there is need. Ramirez and Parres (1957$ 
18), in their study of families in one of the poorer areas of 
Mexico City, found 65$ of the families to be nuclear. Of the 
35$ which were three-generational, the majority had a relative 
of the mother living with the conjugal family group. Among 
all Mexican peoples the care of elderly within the three- 
generational family group is a normal and accepted pattern. 
This is a general philosophy which unites all of the families. 
Goode, discussing the world-wide trend to the nuclear family, 
said, M...in certain respects the New World south of the Rio 
Grande is a special case" (1963: 27), an exception to the 
general trend.



21
Traditionally, Mexican leadership is given to the priest, 

the patron, and the head of the family. Elderly persons also 
share in leadership and decision-making. Being institutional 
rather than personal, leadership tends to be noncompetitive 
(McWilliams 1948: 66). This importance which is placed on 
tradition, and the power and influence of the father of the 
family and the priest of the church, gives life stability and 
continuity (Talbert 1955: 25)• Madsen (1964: 17) says the 
society of the Mexican-Americans of South Texas rests on a 
foundation of family solidarity and male superiority.

Mexican-Americans in Tucson
Mexican-Americans in Tucson are in a particularly good 

position to maintain the essence of their Mexican character
istics and background as Nogales, Sonora, the largest entry 
point for Mexican immigrants located west of El Paso, Texas, 
is only 65 miles from Tucson (Getty 1951: 6). Tucsonians of 
Mexican descent and birth often visit relatives and friends 
in Sonora and other parts of the Southwest and California.
Those immigrating after 1900 have family connections in Mexico 
(Officer 1951: 16). Constant contact with others who also be
lieve in the importance of old traditions and Mexican patterns 
of behavior helps to strengthen those patterns and traditions.

The immigrant who comes to the United States from 
Mexico is not like those who come from Europe, breaking all 
ties and crossing great barriers such as the ocean. In most 
cases, he continues to know and visit his homeland. "Migration
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from Mexico is deeply rooted in the past. It follows trails 
that are among the most ancient in the North American continent** 
(McWilliams 194-8* 58) • In fact, the individual may not be mir 
grating to the southwestern United States but merely returning 
to the area where his grandparents once lived. And he perhaps 
has relatives all along the route which he takes to the United 
States. Unlike European immigrants the Mexican has been rooted 
in a particular region for a long time; he:is not logically 
called an Immigrant (McWilliams 194-8: 207-208).

The Southwest, where many Mexican-Americans live and 
where Tucson is located, was once a Spanish and then a Mexican 
province. Individuals with a Spanish surname comprise 56# of 
Arizona’s population and from 50 to 74-.95 of the population of 
Pima County (Talbert 1955* 18-21). Many of the Spanish speaking 
people, like the Spanlsh-Americans of New Mexico, live where, 
and much as, their ancestors have lived for centuries (Burma 
1954: 8). The population of Tucson Itself was not predominantly 
Anglo until after 1900 (Getty 1950: 9)• Thus, when Anglos seek 
to "Americanize** the Spanish speaking segment of the population, 
"the process is far from automatic" (Barker 1951: 19)• Accultur
ation in the Southwest is actually dual in the sense that many 
Spanish and Mexican items have been accepted into the general
language and culture of the Anglo population--- words, art,
and architecture (Burma 1954: 129).

Mexican-Americans themselves often think of Tucson as 
something of an extension of their native Sonora. When asked
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about the habits and beliefs of other members of their familjr, 
informants often spoke of some member or branch of the family 
in Nogales, Sonora. To them there can be no cultural or 
familial difference; the international boundary scarcely 
exists, except perhaps as a legal inconvenience. Stone de
scribes something of this feeling in a discussion of "Ambos 
Nogales,M the two towns which straddle the international 
border between the states of Sonora in Mexico and Arizona in 
the United States. He says that in a trip south from Tucson 
one sees roadside shrines and Spanish signs which “provide 
clues as to what lies ahead" (Stone 1963; l).

In Nogales, Arizona, Mexican culture and the Spanish 
language are utilized extensively. Anglos represent only 20ft 
of the population; 80# is of "Mexican cultural background and 
descent," a large majority of them maintaining such major 
aspects of Mexican culture as language, religion, family 
structure, and kinship obligations. Children of Mexican 
descent in Nogales, Arizona schools can learn Anglo ways 
without giving up their Mexican heritage. Conversely, in 
Nogales, Sonora, there is evidence of Anglo culture and in
fluence. There is an interdependence between the two towns 
economically; Nogales, Sonora, is three to four times larger 
in population than the Arizona town. Approximately 800 Mexican 
nationals work in Nogales, Arizona, each day and return to 
their Sonoran homes at night (Stone 1963: 1, 8, 26).
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" Stone suggests that there is a cultural fusion in 
Nogales, Arizona. For example, Cinco de Mayo and the Fourth 
of July are celebrated by both towns. The Cinco de Mayo cele
bration is a bigger affair, even in the Arizona town. Also,
"it may be that Mexican attitudes concerning family life, par
ticularly the role of husband and wife, and attitudes toward 
sex are to be found in some Anglo families" (Stone 1963: 25-26). 
Intermarriage is one cause of such fusion. This was an idea 
suggested by one of my Tucsonian informants (family "A") as 
well as by the author of the article.

Just as the two Nogales populations are more alike cul
turally than they are different, so the Mexican-American popu
lation of Tucson thinks of this culture as extending north to 
include them. Or, rather, the average Mexican-Amerlean does 
non consciously think of it at all. He simply knows that he 
lives in a Mexican-oriented society.

The Catholic Church in Nogales, Arizona, is larger than 
all of the Protestant ones combined. , "Continued participation 
in Catholicism operates with bi-lingualism to maintain cultural 
continuity between the two populations on either side of the 
line" (Stone 1963: 27). In Nogales or Tucson, Mexican-Amerleans 
generally maintain a Mexican-like pattern of devotion to Catholi 
cism (Getty 1950: 10). It is part of their daily lives and sup
ports, in their own minds and reasoning, the familial patterns 
and other social patterns which they consider to be correct. It 
thus retards acceptance of Anglo patterns.



Religion is an important part of the Mexican-American*s 
life and has undergone less secularization than the faith of 
the Anglo. The decor of a Mexican home in Tucson, whether it 
is located in a middle-class Anglo neighborhood or a poor 
Mexican-American barrio, usually Includes religious pictures, 
statues, and mottos. One Mexican-American informant (family 
"A") spent the better part of an afternoon telling me of the 
importance of God's will in her life, and how she prayed for 
guidance in each decision which she made. Once a college-age. 
daughter had called from school with a problem: "God will help 
you,* her mother told her. Mrs. Ramirez also told me that God 
will punish those who do not maintain a proper family. She 
discussed a case of familial neglect and disintegration which 
had appeared in a recent newspaper article, and said, "God will 
punish them."

Mrs. Ramirez is a Methodist; her family in Mexico has 
been Protestant since an English woman married a great-grand
father. The Methodist religion is very important to the family. 
Mrs. Ramirez refused to marry her husband until he agreed that 
the children would be reared as Methodists. Her daughter ex
acted the same promise from her Catholic fiance.

The uneducated Mexican who comes to live in the United 
States may live here physically for many years without accepting 
the fact mentally. He associates by choice and by circumstance 
with Mexicans like himself and remains "enclaved but not assimi
lated" (Gamio 1931$ 4l). Tucson social structure emphasizes
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this pattern as it is divided into two main parts, Mexican and- 
Anglo, in spirit and in actual fact of settlement patterns 
(Barker 1951* 19).

Most Mexican-Americans, who constitute about 15$ to 
25$ of Tucson's population (Officer i960* 12), live on the 
south and west sides of Tucson in predominantly Mexican-Ameri
can communities (Getty 1951* 6). This settlement pattern became 
established during the early days of Anglo settlement, though 
not because of deliberate segregation. The vast majority of 
Mexlcan-Americans not only live in, but take part in, the Mexi
can community life because of actual residence, family connec
tions, occupation, social background, or a combination of these 
factors (Barker 1951* 19)• An average Mexican-American also 
prefers to live near other Mexlcan-Americans as Spanish is his 
"language of daily usage" (Getty 1951* 6); the latter is another 
hindrance to assimilation into Anglo society (Officer 1951* 16). 
The Mexlcan-Amerlcan listens to the Span!sh-language radio 
station which plays music and presents news of interest to his 
community. He can attend either of two theaters which present 
only Spanish language movies. The local Tucson newspaper prints 
a weekly column of news in Spanish. The Mexlcan-Amerlcan is 
thus not required to speak a great deal of English, nor to 
associate with Anglos, in order to lead a complete life. This 
encourages the Mexlcan-Amerlcan to continue life as he has known 
it in the past. His beliefs and sympathies are with the people
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■in Mexico (Gamio 1931: ^7, 68). Although living in the United 
States, many Mexican-Americans enter little more than the eco
nomic sphere of influence.

Mexican-Americans are in all parts of the economic 
structure of Tucson, but a large percentage of them are laborers 
and unskilled workers (Getty 1951: 5)• Unless he has or can 
acquire a good education or specific technical skill and a 
knowledge of English, the Mexican-American works as a laborer, 
or in some other menial job, along with other Mexican-Americans. 
Even skill is not a guarantee of success because of prejudice 
(Getty 1950: 31). The Arizona State Employment Service reports 
some discrimination in employment practices in Tucson, especially 
in clerical and sales positions (Officer 1951: 10). One teen-age 
girl told of mild prejudice which her father experienced in his 
union. However, interethnic relations are generally satisfactory 
in Tucson. There is intermarriage, little housing discrimination, 
and only vague or rare job discrimination (Officer 1964: XV).
That which does exist helps to keep Mexican-Americans unified 
and in constant contact.

The Mexican-American is very deeply involved in his 
Mexican heritage as it is found in Tucson; this creates a duality 
in which the people practice parts of Mexican culture and parts 
of that of the Anglo (Getty 1950: 10). Yet it is more than a 
duality. Mexican-Americans practice a form of Mexican culture 
which has been translated into an American idiom, especially in
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the settled, stable middle-class segment of Mexican-Amerlcan 
society to which most of my informants belonged. One woman 
(family "I"), who had been born in Sonora and reared to late

i.

girlhood there, when asked if she thought Hexlcan-Amerleans in 
Tucson had family patterns like those of Mexico, said that 
Mexican-Americana did what they thought to be properly Mexican. 
However, many of them no longer know exactly what this is.



THE OLDER PERSON AND THE MEXICAN-AMERICAN FAMILY IN TUCSON

The basic, unit of Mexican-American family organization, 
Just as in Mexico, is the conjugal family, with extended family 
overtones,consisting of husband, wife, and unmarried children.- 
We have seen this pattern for Mexico in Chapter Ij Whetten 
(1948; 375) and Humphrey (1943; 374) describe the pattern in 
rural Mexico as a basic conjugal family with three-generational 
extentlons when this is needed. Beals and Humphrey (1957* 14) 
and Ramirez and Parres (1957* 18) characterize the urban 
pattern, Ramirez and Parres finding 35$ of their urban poor 
living in three-generational families. Madsen (1964; 46) por
trays the pattern for Mexican-Amerlcans of South Texas as a 
family nucleus of parents and children having strong bonds 
with others in the three-generational extended family. The 
father is dominant, the children are obedient, and the wife 
centers her life around the family. Intimate bonds, mutual 
aid, and co-operation are maintained between members of the 
extended family. Conjugal households are happily enlarged to 
include other members of the extended family, such as elderly 
parents, when it is necessary (Simmons 1952; 60, 73). Mexican- 
American families of Tucson are often extended to include 
grandparents. Adult children feel a great responsibility 
for their parents, usually living close to them. When an
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Important decision is to be made,.the larger family group is- 
consulted (Officer 1964: 98).

In a Mexican-American three-generational living ar
rangement, any adjustments which are necessary are considered 
to be the responsibility of younger family members because of 
the importance and nature of elderly persons. This belief 
was exemplified many times in the answers which the Mexican- 
Ameri cans gave to the questionnaire concerning attitudes about 
older people. To the statement, "Old people do not understand 
young people" (Bobrow 1959* 96), the Mexlcan-American respond
ents often answered that this is not so important as for the 
young persdn to understand his elders. Or they answered that 
older people understand younger ones as well as the young 
people understand their elders. Because of the nature Of the 
relationships between young and old, and because of the nature 
of old people themselves, it is the young people who should 
and must give in an attempt to gain a meaningful relationship. 
This view is in contrast to the Anglo one that family adjust
ment is a matter of compromise for all concerned (Ogg 195^*
10), and that elderly grandparents are a problem for which all 
must compensate and adjust in the three-generational family.
It is, perhaps, a basic reason why the Mexlcan-American is 
happier with a three-generational home than the Anglo.

Streib and Thompson (i960* 464-465) said "... a certain 
amount of friction between generations...is a universal phenom
enon" because of inherent social and biological differences in
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young and old. Madsen (1964: 4?) said there can even be song 
conflict in Mexican-American three-generational families be
cause of conflicting loyalty. Distinctive variables in Anglo 
society make this friction worse, the three-generational house
hold often aggravating generational conflict and tension found 
in the extended kinship network. Mexican-American society, 
by giving the elderly persons an extra measure of respect and 
consideration for their experiences, gives them an important 
and useful place in the life of the family and society, thus 
lessening potential friction. Also, Mexican-American society 
has precise understandings of roles (Simmons 1952: 60) and a 
formal family hierarchy into which each person fits, each 
knowing his status and role. The conjugal system, the ideal 
of the Anglo, is less detailed about the status and obligations 
of family members; wider variation in performance of family 
roles is permitted (Goode 1963: 15)•

In the Mexican-American family there is a primacy of 
the group and of the family as a whole over the individual 
members. "The most important role of the individual is his 
familial role and the family is the most valued institution 
in Mexican-American society" (Madsen 1964: 17). Collateral 
and lineal lines take precedence over individual associations 
in the general social structure. The lineal principle is 
greatly stressed by Mexican-Americans, meaning that group 
goals are more important and that there is a continuity of 
these through time. There is always a lineal principle in
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relationships which is derived from age and generational dif-_ 
ferences, "but the Mexican-American emphasizes the importance 
of this more than the Anglo (KTuckhohn 1953* 350-352)• These 
observations of Kluckhohn’s are specifically concerned with the 
"Hispanos" of New Mexico, rather than the later Mexican-American 
immigrant peoples generally.

Emphasis in Mexican-American homes is placed on the 
dependency of children upon the family, respect of children 
and younger adults for elders and their experience, and the 
"web of relationships based on the larger family institution** 
(Burma 195^* 31)• This emphasis leaves little time for individual 
activities. The closeness of relationships in the society and 
the strongly lineal authority within families as well as within 
the total community allow for very little autonomy of the indi
vidual (KLuckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961* 238). Madsen (1964* 44) 
similarly describes the situation for Mexican-Amerlcans of South 
Texas, M...concern for the family is a more powerful motivating 
force for a person than his individual desires.H Cooperation 
and family harmony take precedence over individual wishes.
These descriptions of the Mexican-American family are in con
trast to at least one view of the Anglo family* Koller (1954*
205) believes the primary goal of the Anglo family is individual 
happiness, family harmony being secondary.

Children In The Mexican-American Family
The family is, indeed, so important to the average 

Mexican-American citizen and to the Mexican-American society
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as a whole that Officer (1964: 92) believes a description of - 
the Mexican-Amerlcan family Is necessary to achieve an under
standing of the total Mexican-Amerlcan culture. This culture 
influences the child from the very beginning in the home; he 
does not really meet modern, urban Anglo culture until he goes 
to school (Barker 1951* 132). Because of separate communities, 
often a different language, and other factors, the parents have 
ample time to teach the Mexican-Amerlcan child. The child must 
be fitted into the pattern of his separate society for its 
successful and continuing operation, by explicit lecture and 
Implicit daily living examples, to follow the parents and 
their traditional patterns. "Obedience and respect toward 
parents and other elders are instilled at an early age" (Simmons 
1952; 66). It is expected that major orientations will be 
formed within the family where there is "prejudice against 
things American" (Schrieke 1936: 5)•

The Mexican-Amerlcan child learns these family values 
and retains them, if imperfectly, under the impact of Anglo 
influence, as an adult. Dependency upon the family group for 
well-being and psychological support is considered especially 
important. This is true of Latin-Amerlcan populations gener
ally. A newspaper article Indicating Chilean young peoples' 
attitudes toward their parents and the limited value of inde
pendence almost could have been written about conservative 
Mexican-Americans in Tucson (Reporter-Dispatch, November 11,
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that Spanlsh-Amerlcans, defined by Braulio as "people of 
Spanish ancestry residing in the United States" excluding 
"Spaniards who come directly from Spain," are characterized 
by dependency, the adults of the family making most of the 
decisions for the child. The Mexlcan-American is taught and 
practices honor and respect for his parents. He abides by 
their decisions and accepts their wishes. The family and parents 
thus assume a more important place in the individual’s life. And, 
ideally, the adult child has no wish to Isolate himself from the 
extended kinship group in his own conjugal family. The early 
emphasis on following parental and family patterns, which binds 
the adult child more closely to the family, is in contradistinc
tion to the Anglo pattern of allowing a child independence and 
encouraging him to have many varied experiences and interests 
outside the home and family circle (Goode 1963: 78). So, unlike 
the Anglo who contemplates no parental guidance after adulthood 
has been reached, and rejects any suggestion of it (Albrecht 
1954: 32), the Mexican-American welcomes the suggestions and 
psychological support of his parents.

Mexican-American parents see no real virtue in sending 
children who are nearing adulthood out on their own to learn 
independence (Simmons 1952: 68). They become indignant when 
high school teachers tell their sons and daughters that they 
must make their own decisions in beginning to act as adults.
The Mexican-American parent believes, as one mother told me, 
that the child is not yet ready for such freedom at 18.



Mrs. Ramirez said that a young man of that age can make his own 
decisions and mistakes, but he does not have enough wisdom and 
experience to correct the mistakes. She also said that a child, 
under such a system, can go off and not "help with the money at 
home." But if he gets into trouble, it is the fault of the 
parents. Mrs. Ramirez was criticizing the Anglo system which 
allows youth a great deal of freedom, often more than he can 
handle, and blames the parents for the inevitable mistakes. She 
was also rebelling against•the prospect that her children might 
become so independent that they would not care for her and give 
her the respect which she would deserve as an elderly member of 
the family in years to come.

A Mexican-American mother, interviewed by Bogardus 
(1934: 29), said one of the things wrong with Mexican families 
in the United States is that the children learn about the Anglo 
world, learn to speak English, and, too often, "they become 
ashamed of their parents who brought them up here that they 
might have better advantages." Although she criticized Anglo 
influences on younger Mexican-Amerlcans, the woman still believed, 
as do many of my informants, the Mexican family to be basically 
superior to the American. She was shocked by the disintegra
tion of the Anglo family into small conjugal family groups and 
individuals with their own interests, and by the lack of respect 
which children have for their parents and the experience of 
elders.
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I was renting in an American home where there 
were four daughters. The parents had no con
trol over them. In Mexico I had to be in at 
eight o'clock with my mother and father. But 
here it is different. Of course it makes for 
Individuality and independence. They learn 
to think for themselves, but experience teaches 
wonderful lessons, and they refuse to use or 
accept the lessons which the broader exper
iences of their parents have taught them.
The freedom and independence in this country 
brings fMexlcanJ children into conflict with 
their parents.

One woman (family "GM) whom I interviewed had twin 
daughters, both having married Anglos and moved to California.
One of the daughters is rearing her children in a more or less 
Mexican-American family atmosphere. The other adopted a very 
Anglo-like attitude with her family. The twins' mother insisted 
to me, during the interview, that the children reared in the 
stricter and less permissive Mexican-American atmosphere were 
happier and better behaved. She also, quite obviously, believed 
the Mexican-American family to be superior to the Anglo.

Mexican-Americans feel a strong sense of loyalty (Madsen 
1964: 17) and obligation in family relationships (Simmons 1961: 
291). Bogardus (1934: 32) gives one example of this. During 
the trying 1930's, Mexican-American families lost their mortgaged 
homes but maintained a strong family relationship and structure 
in spite of the hardships. Spiritual ties generally held even 
when the material resources disappeared.

In two of my respondent families (MAM and ,,FW) there had 
been, or was, a family schism over the activities of adult 
children who were breaking with tradition in doing what they



thought best for their own lives and specific situations. One 
woman in her thirties, separated from her Anglo husband, now 
lives with her young child and an unmarried sister. She and 
the sister thought this best for the child. Another woman, 
unmarried and several years out of college, had accepted a 
teaching position in California. These decisions were deplored 
by the parents, and had a naturally upsetting effect on each 
extended family. However, neither the adult child nor the 
parents of either family would tell the full story of the up
set. They had too much loyalty to the family as a .group to 
describe their actual feelings. The incidents were described 
almost as if they were of no significance. Family and personal 
turmoil were glossed over as having been of no consequence.
In each case, the true story was learned only from relative 
outsiders.

The ideal of loyalty of.the adult Mexican-American 
to tradition and to older parents and dependence upon their 
guidance is sometimes ignored. For example, most Mexican- 
American mothers consider it important for unmarried daughters 
to remain in the home. Madsen (1964: 45) says this is also true 
of Mexican-Americans in South Texas. Nice girls in Mexico do 
not have American style freedoms (Schrieke 1936: 51)• The 
mothers of three young girls of junior high, high school, and 
college age were quite emphatic in their negative reaction 
to a daughter living away from the parental home before mar
riage, either to work or to go to school. Children do, as
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we have seen, move away and establish their own patterns of 
living. The three young women (families “A M and "F"), whose 
stories I related in the proceeding paragraph, ignored the 
wishes of their parents in this regard. One Hexlcan-American 
woman (family "C"), trained as a registered nurse, accepted a 
job at Johns-Hopklns and had considerable trouble convincing 
her father that she should actually to to Baltimore. He relented 
when he learned that she would live in a special home for nurses. 
And one mother, whose unmarried son had lived in San Francisco 
(family "D") before coming home to attend law school at the 
University of Arizona, could not understand why he had ever 
wanted to live and work away from home.

The pattern of children remaining close to their parents 
in accord with the wishes of the parents, even after marriage, 
so that they can be obedient, respectful, and of assistance to 
their parents, is more often followed than ignored. I have 
related that most young marrieds whom I interviewed lived near 
the wife's parents. A young man, the son of Mrs. Ramirez, 
who decried Anglo independence for youth and the corresponding 
poor treatment of elderly, agreed with his mother's ideas about 
the feelings of obligation and respect which an adult child 
should have for his parents. The boy, a If year old high school 
senior, said he would want his parents to live with him when he 
married and had a family. The parents could teach his children 
more about Mexican customs and traditions, as they had experienced 
them first hand. Also, the young man felt he would enjoy having
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his parents in the home so that he ■would be able to do for 
them. .My wife will just have to come along,M he said.

Simmons tells of two Mexican-American men who live in 
Texas; they both would prefer to live elsewhere, but their 
selection of a place to live was determined by their wish 
not to leave their respective mothers alone. One of the men 
is a cotton picker, the other a graduate engineer (Simmons 
1952$ 70).

A woman in her thirties (family HEH) told me that after 
her mother who had lived with her died, she missed the companion
ship and guidance of an older woman in the home. Her parents- 
in-law now share a home with the woman and her conjugal family. 
The younger woman says this is a much more satisfying family 
life.

These are not isolated examples. Mexican-American 
children usually feel they should help and be with their 
parents. "Many married couples contribute to the support of 
their parents when they are in financial difficulty themselves!* 
(Simmons 1952: 72). And many others delay marriage due to the 
burden of supporting parents. Such support and care is usually 
given willingly as each child feels his parents have done much 
for him. As several teen-agers among my informants told me,
"I owe my parents so much. They even gave me life." Madsen 
(1964: 17) reports the same type of response. Parents expect 
such behavior and are ashamed if the respect and help are not
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given (Simmons 1952i 72)• The worst thing which a Mexlcan- 
American can do, according to Madsen (1964* 17), is to Hviolate 
his obligations to his parents and siblings."

Position of The Older Person in The Mexlcan-Amerlcan Family
An older person is an Important member of the family 

group, not an abnormal appendage as he so often is in the con
jugal and independence-oriented Anglo society. He is as entitled 
to care and consideration within the family as is any other mem
ber. Other family members do not dread the presence of an older 
person in the immediate family group; rather do they welcome 
it or regard it matter of factly. The older person is a teacher 
of the old patterns and traditions, and greatly respected for 
his experience. His opinions are influential as he has lived 
life and has had a long time in which to develop the experiences 
into a stable philosophy. Mexican-American respondents told me 
that young people have not yet decided upon their personal 
philosophies; they are too ready for change. The elderly mem
bers of the family group are needed to balance the predispo
sition to experimentation which is found in youth.

Conservatism of older people is an asset to the family 
and to society. The son-in-law of the Bamirez family was 
explicit in so defining it. As in many societies, age is 
recognized as a "source of valuable experience" (Havighurst 
1958% 45) and honored for this quality. This conservatism 
and valued insight of age is a stabilizing influence, especially
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comforting to the Mexican-American who lives in a strange 
and sometimes hostile Anglo world. The old and trusted ways, 
found within the security of one's own group and language, are 
very important (Braulio 1964: 8). The Hezican-American family 
itself is a "sanctuary in a hostile world" (Madsen 1964: 44).

Ideally, an older person in the Mexican-American home, 
especially if he is of very advanced age or is in very poor 
health, has his every whim satisfied. If this is not possible, 
the old grandmother or grandfather must be led to believe 
that his wishes have been carried out. Again, ideally, the 
only deterrent for the wishes of aged people are the rules and 
laws of society, not the wishes of younger adults. Some of 
the more acculturated of my Mexican-American informants 
(those who have acquired more than a superficial knowledge 
of Anglo culture and have accepted and use this knowledge) are 
not so sure, as are their middle-aged mothers, that great sac
rifice should always be made for elders and that a grandmother's 
every whim must be followed. Younger adults with whom I talked 
often spoke of responsibility to their own children and of 
making their own individual decisions about home and family 
affairs, much as young Anglo adults might. The younger Mexican- 
Americans, more often than their middle-aged parents, suggested 
that a grandfather must not always be obeyed, he must merely 
think this is the case. However, the young Mexican-American 
does not go so far in separating generations and family groups



42
of the extended family as does his Anglo contemporary.- The 
young Mexlcan-Amerlcan usually continues to believe he should 
carefully weigh and consider the needs and advice of elderly 
members of the extended family when making a decision.

In many cases, the authority and influence of the 
elderly grandparent is such that it cannot be ignored. A 
teen-age girl, daughter in a family whose members I interviewed, 
became pregnant. It was the grandmother, rather than the mother, 
who decided family attitude and action concerning this incident. 
The grandmother was so opposed to the girl* s remaining in the 
home that the girl was sent to live in a foster home. Younger 
adults in a family, when allowing elderly members of the family 
to set forth policy-making decisions, reason that older mem
bers of the family have lived long and reared many children, 
gaining useful insights and experiences. Also, as they have 
served their family, they deserve special consideration and 
privilege.

Mexlcan-Amerlcans, as I have said, are sure that their 
customs, and especially their family orientations, are differ
ent from those of the Anglo and that theirs are correct. The 
Mexl can-Amerl can; do es not wish to participate in the Anglo 
way of life and activity to the extent that he would lose 
his Mexican-Amerlcan orientation. One woman, an American-born 
daughter of Mexican immigrants, told me, HI am a United States 
citizen but,n (and this last with emphasis) "I am a Mexican!M



Madsen (1964: 15) describes much the same pattern for his in
formants, "The Mexican-American thinks of himself as both a 
citizen of the United States and a member of La Baza." The 
Mexican-Amerlcan has a loyalty to Mexico which is so great as 
to be a major deterrent to the naturalization of Mexican- 
American residents of the United States (Zanden 1963* 231-232). 
Such an attitude makes the knowledge of elders even more im
portant, slows acculturation, and protects the individual 
Mexican-American from any direct discrimination from the Anglo 
world by creating a separate world.

As a teacher of Mexican customs and lore learned from 
a lifetime of living, the elderly members of a family have a 
chance to make their own place in the family, and the place 
of future elderly persons, more secure. The elderly grand
father, in such a situation, can teach his grandchildren 
attitudes favorable to older people. In this way he also 
helps to perpetuate Mexican customs and the use of the Spanish 
language in the home. Officer (1951* 16) says Spanish is the 
language of the home, especially if there are older people in 
the family who speak only Spanish. Mexican traditions are 
carried on in many cases out of respect for the older person.

Mexican-Americans think the presence of a grandparent 
in the home is especially good for the children. The Mexican- 
American grandparent has the best knowledge of Mexico and her 
customs as he is usually a migrant from Mexico or the child
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of such migrants. The customs of Mexico are more truly his 
than they are of hie more acculturated adult children. The 
older person, as the 1? year old Ramirez boy said, can best 
teach the traditions of Mexico. To care for an elderly parent, 
even one requiring a great deal of time and attention because 
of ill health, is not to deny the children, as is sometimes 
thought in Anglo families, but to give them an extra advantage. 
A child needs to learn from the older person’s vast store of 
experiences. And the child should have the discipline and 
learning which comes with caring for an elderly relative and 
acceding to his wishes.

Even the younger, more acculturated Mexican-Americans 
believe, in most instances, that a needy or sick, or even 
simply lonely elderly parent should be cared for in the home, 
whether this involves sacrifice for other family members or 
not. An institution for the elderly is considered to be a 
suitable solution only under special circumstances such as 
for a person who has no family, or for one who is in great 
need of specialized hospital services. The older person who 
is brought into the home is not only cared for, but he is made 
to feel needed and wanted as, indeed, he usually is.

I was told by my respondents that older people are 
sometimes hard to get along with; some of them are quarrelsome 
and set in their ways. They must be pampered and given a great 
deal of care when they are sick. But this does not mean that
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the older person should he barred from family life nor that 
young children should not associate with them, nor wait on 
them. It is not a sacrifice to have an elderly person in the 
home, even one who is sick, demanding, and needs constant care, 
for this is an opportunity from which one may learn and grow.
A man who does for his elderly parent does for himself and his 
children as well.

A school teacher in my group of informants (family ,,GM), 
a woman in her fifties who is, according to her students, very 
proud of her Mexican heritage and encourages their pride, has 
remained unmarried and lived with her mother until the older 
woman*s death. As Miss Gonzales and her married sister told me, 
she never allowed her mother to want for anything. All possible 
was done to make her mother happy. Miss Gonzales told me that 
in so doing she felt happier and better, "so perhaps there was 
an element of selfishness involved." The married sister, who 
lived with her family in a house on the same street as her 
mother and sister, told me, "...back during the war when ma
terials were hard to get," Miss Gonzales had torn out a wall 
of the kitchen and remodeled the room because this is what her 
mother had wanted.

During the mother* s long terminal illness both sisters 
lavished a great deal of love and care on her. Even when the 
mother* s illness required a trained nurse in the home the 
married daughter continued to sleep near her mother on a small 
cot each night, "just in case I would be needed." Her husband



and son cooked and cleaned for themselves. The husband thought 
this normal and acceptable behavior for a daughter. Miss Gon
zales developed a case of shingles, worrying and caring for 
her mother, and trying to do an adequate job of teaching at 
the same time. She told me that if she had ever told her 
mother that she could not go on, "You will have to go to a 
nursing home," her mother would have gone without complaint, 
iigut I did not want it that way. I would have quit teaching 
first."

Miss Gonzales is glad now that she kept her mother with 
her, and also that she had the wake in her home rather than 
in the false atmosphere of a funeral home. She has had a 
"couple of bad experiences" with funeral homes and nursing 
homes. An ill, incontinent uncle, who did not wish to be a 
harden to Miss Gonzales, had asked to be placed in a nursing 
home. Ultimately the uncle died. No family member was noti
fied though they had requested notification at any time that 
he took "a turn for the worse." Miss Gonzales felt quite bad 
that anyone should die without having some relative with him. 
"What if he had something he wanted to say?"

Miss Gonzales feels she has done the right things for 
her mother and this comforts her even though her mother is 
gone. The Anglo has few specific patterns to follow in his 
role-playing (Burgess 1957s 168) which will
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An Anglo family would, of course, have worried about a 

gravely ill mother, and would have given her every consideration 
and good care. Shanas (196l; 13), in a study of Anglo older 
people, says that a parent in ill health is more likely to be 
in close contact with an adult child than one who is in excel
lent health and can care for himself. But, unless there was 
no other suitable solution, the critically ill Anglo mother 
would not have been kept in the home. And before the onset of 
her illness her every whim would not have been satisfied.

I interviewed a Mexlcan-American woman (family "J") in 
her late thirties whose mother had very recently lived with 
her. Because of various family situations which involved the 
woman and her older sister, and because of the urging of the 
elderly woman’s physician, the mother was placed in a hospital.
My respondent felt badly about this, alternately blaming herself 
and her sister, who believed it was for the best. The daughter 
with whom the mother had lived felt that her mother should be 
at home where she could hear Spanish spoken, and where she could 
receive the loving care of those who really cared and did not 
simply administer. The daughter and friends who knew of the 
situation believed this was more important than all of the 
specialized and scientific care which the hospital could provide. 
This was especially true as the mother had been a sheltered woman, 
speaking Spanish only and maintaining contacts with the outside 
world solely through her husband and, later, her children. As 
the daughter described her, "She was one of those old-fashioned
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kind...well, you just don’t see them any; more." The daughter 
also believed that her mother should have the opportunity to 
know and to be with her grandchildren, and the grandchildren 
should have the opportunity to know and help their grandmother. 
Not too long after these interviews the elderly woman died.
The daughter accepted the fact almost stoically. It was as 
if, in sending the mother away, she had preordained the fact.

Mrs. Hernandez (family "I"), in her late thirties and 
the mother of several small children, lived quite near her 
mother and visited her often. The mother, a woman in her 
sixties, also visited the daughter frequently. This contact 
did not satisfy the worries of the daughter about her mother. 
Mrs. Hernandez constantly insisted to her parents that they 
move into her house. The father often worked night shifts, 
and Mrs. Hernandez worried about her mother being alone. The 
mother demurred, saying that the expense and trouble would be 
too much for her daughter.

Shortly before I met the family, Mrs. Hernandez had 
cared for her Invalid maternal grandmother until the time of 
the elderly woman’s death. The grandmother needed constant 
attention and complete care as she was quite helpless. This 
necessitated Mr. Hernandez* helping with the care of the 
children and other household tasks. These are duties, I was 
told by a Mexlcan-American woman comparing her Anglo and Mexi
can- American brothers-in-law, which a Mexican-American man
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does not assume unless there is tremendous necessity. The 
illness of the bedridden grandmother also required the hiring 
of someone to assist Mrs. Hernandez with her household duties 
while her husband, a barber, was at work. Although this had 
been a financial and a personal burden to care for the grand
mother, the Hernandez* gladly undertook it. They believed 
that the elderly grandmother deserved this last care and atten
tion in the atmosphere of the home simply because she had lived 
and cared for others. Mrs. Hernandez found this difficult to 
explain to me as she could not imagine herself taking any other 
course of action. She also thought she should relieve her 
mother of the task because of her age.

Maintenance of the sick older person in the family, 
within the home, has something of a practical economic basis. 
One woman (family mgm) told me that the Mexican-American 
usually does not place an elderly mother in a specialized 
Institution because they need the presence of the mother, the 
mother needs the family, and it is better from a financial 
standpoint, to keep the mother in the home with the family. 
Specialized institutions are so expensive.

Another woman (family **D"), whose husband holds a very 
good job and whose home is in an area usually considered to 
be middle-to upper-class Anglo, said she thought the lower- 
class Mexican-American lives in a three-generational family 
for two reasons. They are closer to actual Mexican customs, 
and they cannot do otherwise because of their financial status.
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The woman* a parents live In the southwestern, typically Mexlcan- 
Amerlcan section of Tucson, In a barrio classified by Getty as 
middle class Mexlcan-American (1950: 108). Mrs. Garcia said 
she sees them occasionally, but not as often as she would like. 
However, she insisted that if either parent were to die, the 
other would come to live with her. Sometime after this Inter
view, Mrs. Garcia’s father had a mild coronary. Mrs. Garcia 
said she, her brothers, and her mother tended to spoil her 
father during his convalescence, and to give him extra con
sideration. "He seems to expect it."

Mrs. Garcia castigated an Anglo friend of hers who had 
disliked her husband’s father living in her home; then she had 
redecorated the home with an inheritance which the old gentle
man had left at his death. Mrs. Garcia thought the woman should 
have been kinder and more loving to the old man rather than 
accepting his presence as just a necessity and an unpleasant 
duty. This attitude, Mrs. Garcia explained, is all too common 
among Anglos. The Mexican-Amerlcan has his parents in his home 
because he should; Mexicans often do things simply because it 
is the right thing to do. However, they also have their elderly 
fathers and mothers living with them because they want the old 
people near, because they want their children to have the privi
lege of association with a grandparent.

My interviews with Mrs. Garcia illustrate the fact that 
even though the economic is a definite and admitted factor in 
the Mexican-Amerlcan practice of having an older person live in



the home, rather than in a specialized institution, it is not 
the most important one. The individual Mexican-Amerlcan has 
his elderly parents with him and gives them every consideration 
because he wants to, because it is the right thing to do, be
cause it will be an advantage for him and for his children.
These attitudes about the rightness and goodness of a three- 
generational living arrangement are the important determining 
factors in the thinking of the Mexican-Amerlcan individual.
The economic practicality of such an arrangement is secondary, 
and is overshadowed in personal reasoning by other considerations.

The Mexican-American attitude toward the elderly person 
who is incapacitated, querulous, and in need of special care 
is different from that of the Anglo. The Anglos use such 
characteristics, of some elderly persons, to cite the need 
for institutions, and to describe the impossibility of home 
care for a specific elderly relative because of strain on an 
adult child*s own conjugal family. An older person is an auto
matic problem, "not a positive contributing member of family 
life" (Beard 1949: 278). The Mexican-Amerlcan obviously does 
not view the situation this way.

An Anglo often does not want his elderly parent in 
his home and sends him to a nursing home or hospital because 
his presence would be harmful, or embarrassing, or inconvenient 
for the younger adults or his children. Even were this an 
actual fact, ideally the Mexican-American would not object
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to the parent in his home on these grounds. The parent is a 
member of the family. And to a Mexican-American any sacrifice 
and self-discipline which his parent's presence might bring is 
not bad. De Trevino says that to her neighbors in Mexico 
sacrifice and self-discipline are good for the soul, making 
it beautiful. "Sacrifice of personal happiness for beloved 
persons is performed with the whole heart, and a truly devoted 
love for one's parents and one's family is part of the whole 
social structure in Mexico, to the extent that sacrifices are 
gladly accepted for the good of the whole family." (1953$ 20)

The elderly widowed mother of one of my respondents, 
the daughter herself in her fifties, lives with another older 
daughter, an unmarried woman who has cared for the mother most 
of her adult life. The mother is now 90 or older, feeble and 
blind. Before she became so old and sick as to be physically 
incompetent, she was cared for by her daughter for she had 
never learned to cope with the outside world. "She does not 
know what it is like to take five dollars and go to a store 
and buy something." Her shopping, her errands, all but the 
smallest details of contact with the outside world have always 
been accomplished through her husband and her children. The 
daughter has never begrudged her mother this necessary special 
care.

The daughter with whom I talked said that when she was 
a girl she went to school very little and received very little
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(education. This was because in those days when a mother said 
“Stay home and help me," or "Stay home and run an errand for 
me," you stayed.

The average Anglo does not have the feeling of right
ness and goodness of having his parent live with him, nor does 
he feel he should always obey the wishes of his parents. These 
attitudes are based on factors which are an important part of 
the basic Anglo cultural philosophy, which I shall discuss later. 
Anglos want to care for aged parents5 they also want to main
tain independence for themselves and their immediate families, 
their wives and children. The economics of the situation, not 
so important in the conscious thinking of the Mexican-American, 
is most important to the Anglo. An Anglo accepts an elderly 
parent into his home because there is no other, nor any better, 
solution to a specific situation. An elderly parent who must, 
because of poor health or lack of financial resources, move 
into his adult children’s home is accepted as an inevitable 
but undesirable addition (Shanas 196I: 37)• Because of the 
need to be independent, and the conflicting need to care for 
his parent, the adult Anglo has an ambivalent feeling toward 
the three-generational family. A three-generational Anglo 
family is automatically considered a problem, "a hazardous 
type of family living" (Roller 195^: 206). Such ambivalence 
is a primary reason for the Anglo view of old age as a problem 
for society rather than for individual family groups.
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Viewing old age as a problem for society as a whole 
is in contradistinction to the Mexican-American position which 
defines it as a familial situation, to be augmented by the 
institutions of general society only in extreme or special 
cases. In his study of Mexican-Americans in Texas, Simmons 
(1952* ?2) found that Texas Old Age Assistance Rolls include 
relatively few Mexican-Americans. Because the old person is 
an accepted part of the family, the Mexican-American cannot 
understand Anglo reasoning for a societal approach to the 
problems of older people.

The secure place of the older person in Anglo society 
is challenged by faith in the future rather than by the ways 
of the past, and by the great emphasis which is placed on the 
rights of and duties of adults toward youth and their needs. 
This orientation is considered unreasonable by the average 
Mexican-American who does not have the “future orientation of 
the Anglo1* (Madsen 1964: 1?)» although this may be changing 
(Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961: 256). The organization of the 
family in a more formal hierarchy than that of the Anglo, with 
the younger children at the base, may also contribute to the 
above attitude. The presence of this hierarchy among Mexican- 
Americans with one of its purposes being the perpetuation of 
Mexican customs, and its absence in the Anglo family, was one 
of the things mentioned most frequently by my respondents as a 
major and important difference between their own and Anglo
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families. The Mexican-American child knows that he does not 
have the experience to lead, to make his own decisions, or to 
maintain independence. He accepts the hierarchy which determines 
importance within the family; he accepts decision-making status 
which depends more on the position held within the family, as 
age and experience, than on personal attributes of the individ
uals concerned. The Americanization of Mexican culture has 
brought about some changes in the patterns of traditional author
ity in the family, but the man is still head of the family even 
in younger families. The dominance of husband and rigid sexual 
division of labor persists even though both partners are accul- 
turated (Simmons 1952: 60). Burma (195^$ 11) has described the 
change in family hierarchy for people of Spanish descent in 
New Mexico, "The father is more likely to be only the titular 
head of his family or of the families of his sons. This does 
not indicate real friction, for family love and respect are 
strong and deep-rooted."

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961% 256), in describing 
similar people, say that in the time which elapsed between a 
1936 and a 1951 field study the greatest change was in the 
ordering of family relationships, "the ever-present rule of 
elders" having disappeared and affected the whole relational 
structure. This change to individualism is not a radical one, 
however, as the older lineal pattern in which "the authority 
of age and a life-long obedience to that authority were the 
main principles" (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck I96I: 196) is still



a major competitor. The women tend to be more conservatively 
individualistic than the men, and on the whole, the “people 
of Atrisco in the year of 1951 were only slightly more indi
vidualistic than lineal" (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 196l: IA3)•

A mother is still to be respected and obeyed, and later 
to be cared for, whether she is as educated and sophisticated 
as her children or not. One Mexican-American mother with three 
college-educated daughters, told me that her word is still law 
in her house. Her daughters are not allowed to contradict or 
show disrespect for her opinions and beliefs. The youngest, 
still attending college and living with her parents, is punished 
for any such behavior.

Mexican-Amerlcan children know that a grandmother or 
grandfather, even more than a parent, is entitled to respectful 
and obedient behavior. The role of the Mexican woman becomes 
one of greater authority as she grows older (Officer 1964: 
101-102). The grandmother in a three generational family 
situation may come to rule the family (Simmons 1952: 70)•
Burma (1954: 11), who is cited on the preceding page, de
scribed the respect which is given a grandfather even though 
he may no longer rule the extended family group.

A young Mexican-Amerlcan couple (family "A"), with whom 
I talked, have two young sons. Both of them agree that they 
are rearing the boys much less strictly than they themselves 
were reared, allowing the children to show less formal respect. 
"We play with our boys and enjoy them." The two still demand
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formal respect and special consideration for the grandparents, 
an element of family life considered by Mexican-Americans to 
be very Mexican. Shortly before I talked with the couple on 
one occasion, the three year old son had been punished for 
throwing a ball which hit his paternal grandfather on the 
cheek. Had the child been playing with his father there would 
probably have been little or no punishment.

Individuality Within The Mexican-Amerlcan Family
Contrary as it may seem to the concepts of group needs 

above those of the individual and of a family hierarchy, a form 
of individuality is also a Mexican-Amerlcan orientation which 
affects the family. Individuality, to most Anglos, is insep
arable from independence; it is the right of each person to do 
much as he pleases, to develop and learn, to find his own 
answers and express himself without undue interference from 
others. The Mexican-Amerlcan concept of individuality is think
ing of others as individual personalities (Scotford 1953* 13); 
it is recognizing the worth of individuals whom one knows as 
persons rather than viewing them as representatives of a 
specific type or group. Considering the various statements of 
Bobrow*s (1959) questionnaire concerning elderly persons, 
statements like "Old people are set in their ways," and "Old 
people are hard to get along with," many of my respondents 
said something like, "Yes. I guess so. Maybe some elderly 
are like that. But not my mother. She isn't like that at all.
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Or, "How can I answer that? What elderly grandfather are you 
talking about? Every father and son have a different relation
ship. The relationship depends on them both." My Informants 
sometimes found It hard to stereotype old people as a whole, 
Including the old people whom they knew and loved In that stereo
type. They have a tolerance for individual differences in be
havior, especially elderly people.

In becoming the person he feels himself to be, in prac
ticing the being orientation, an activity which Is a "spontaneous 
expression of what" is "given in human personality" (Kluckhohn 
and Strodtbeck 1961: 16), no person has the right within the 
Mexican-American definition and practice of individuality to 
prevent others from doing the same. Nor does he have the right 
to trample upon the social rules which have been developed in 
Mexican-American society to control the nature of man as he 
seeks to be an individual, as he tries to express his inner 
being (Kluckhohn 1953* 350). "Interpersonal relations are 
ideally dictated by rules of decorum and respect" (Madsen 1964: 
48). "The value demands of other orientations make for the 
codes which restrain the activities of individuals in very 
definite ways" (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961: 16). It is in
considerate, and therefore unthinkable, for a person to break 
these social and family rules (de Trevino 1953: 119). Anglo 
families have rules, but it is not unthinkable, not even in an 
ideal sense, to break them. In the Mexican-American family 
the rights, duties, and privileges of each person must be

58



59
allowed and ensured, according to the position which the 
person holds in the family hierarchy.

Individuality within the family group and in the ex
tended kinship network is tempered by the great respect and 
deference which members have for the elderly and their advice, 
needs, and wishes. The elderly person's age and experience 
are respected even though his judgment may be clouded or his 
experience invalid in a specific situation. The old are to 
be respected and listened to because they are old, because 
they have lived life, because of their position in the social 
structure. One woman commented on this as follows* the spe
cific advice of the elderly person may not be right, but the 
general principles of their advice are always good and applic
able to life.

Mourning
Intense and ritualized respect for the elderly grand

parent or other relatives often continues after the death of 
the individual in formalized mourning. Mrs. Hernandez's mother 
mourned the death of her own mother in a fashion almost as 
strict and formal as that with which she had mourned the death 
of her first husband in Mexico. She wore only black, listened 
to neither radio nor television, and accepted almost no visitors 
except her children, her grandchildren, and me. Since my visits 
were business, Mrs. Lopez considered them acceptable. During 
one of my visits Mrs. Lopez explained that she must endure



formal mourning, she must show her love In some tangible way, 
or she could not endure the death of her mother. Mrs. Hernan
dez did not enter formal mourning for her grandmother. Mrs. 
Lopez thought this acceptable as "she has the children to think 
of."

Another Informant, a woman In her sixties (family "P"), 
also practiced strict mourning. Her daughter told me that 
the mother went into mourning even for cousins and other such 
relatives. The radio and television were turned on during those 
periods only when special programs were on and when their ten 
year old granddaughter came to visit and Insisted upon watching 
certain children*s shows. These two examples, particularly 
the second, reflect the Mexican family pattern described by 
Beals and Humphrey (195?! 1?) when they wrote that a woman 
should go into mourning even for the most distant relatives.
The examples emphasize the Mexican character of life among 
Mexican-Americans in Tucson, especially those of the older 
generation.
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THE ANGLO FAMILY

Material in this chapter is not based on personal re
search, but on the writings of authorities in the area of the 
American family. It is meant to be an indication of the trends 
and basic aspects of the Anglo family, an indication which can 
serve as a background against which to compare the Hexican- 
American family.

Conjugal Characteristics
There is a world-wide trend in the direction of a con

jugal family type with fewer extended family overtones; England 
and the United States are in the forefront of this movement 
(Goode 1963* 70-71). A comparative study of older people and 
families in a London and a San Francisco suburb showed this to 
be true. The study also demonstrated that elderly people are 
by no means deserted by their adult children. However, since 
the central role of English and American families is not eco
nomic but psychological, support is more likely to be of a 
psychological nature. The psychological link between genera
tions and individuals of the extended family is maintained by 
such social means as visiting. Some parents in the families 
studied lived in the same house with their adult children.
Adult parents not living with a child at the time of the study 
thought it was wrong to have such a living arrangement. Family
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characteristics were bilateral descent, serial monogamy, free 
choice of marriage partner and place of residence (Young and 
Geertz 196I: 124-141).

Anglos regard the conjugal family as right and proper, 
no matter how reality may run counter to this ideal. Charac
teristics considered important, other than those mentioned by 
Young and Geertz (1961), are bilineality of kin, no great ex
tension of the kinship network, and the small family group 
rather than the larger kinship group; the immediate family is 
the repository of emotional feeling. Goode (1963: 7-9) makes 
the point that even though these are considered the ideal 
features of a family, they are not always found in actual 
family situations. For example, ideally relatives are not 
supposed to interfere in the affairs of a related family; how
ever, a rather large percentage does interfere.

“No family system as a whole may be called •nuclear,1 
if by that it is meant that the family system is reduced to 
the unit of parents and children” (Goode 1963: 70)• Conjugal 
units are tied to others by shared members who are obligated 
to each other because they love one another (Goode 1963: 25» 
70). Even in the United States kin ties can remain strong 
(Goode 1963s 75)> and intergenerational ties are more important 
than is usually thought to be the case (Sussman 1959s 339)• 
There are some multigenerational families in the United States 
which are very happy (Thompson and Streib 1961: 192). However, 
the family of orientation is only tenuously connected through
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affection to those of procreation and affinal relations and - 
not by definite structural nor legally enforceable norms 
(Sussman 1959: 333). Ties between individuals, generations, 
and component family groups of the larger family are volun
tary (Friedman 1960:141).

The three-generational pattern is thus not preferred 
by Anglos and is usually a response to situational pressure 
such as illness or penury of an elderly relative (Robins 1962: 
471). Even in cases where the three-generational family works 
well, members often explain their case as unusual, something 
that would not work for all families. The most important 
single feature of Anglo social structure, according to one 
author (Parsons 1953* 374), is the “isolation of the individual 
conjugal family" or, at least, their semi-isolation.

Anglo Family Help Patterns
Traditional family feeling often exists within the new 

family structure and meaning, the extended family being a net
work divided into component family groups (Burgess 1957* 160: 
I960: 285) • There is a symbolic rather than a functional inter
dependence (Strelb and Thompson I960: 452) with the relation
ships of relatives having changed qualitatively to that of 
ascriptive friends. A person has an obligation to be friendly 
to his relatives, and the relative must reciprocate. But a 
relative may not intrude simply because he is a relative.
(Goode 1963: 76) The Anglo parent-child relationship is one
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of the mutual friend relationships. Friction develops if 
parents forget this new relationship and try to revert to 
old parental status (Thompson and Streib 1961: 194-195)•

This movement to independence of adult children and 
their aging parents seems to be a mutual one (Goode 1963s 78). 
Elderly parents want to be financially and otherwise inde
pendent; they also want love, affection, and attention from 
their children, living close by but not with their adult 
children (Burgess I960: 278).

Shanas (1961) showed in her report of a 1957 survey 
that the great majority of Anglo older people who face a 
health crisis have someone upon whom they can depend for 
help. For the 9 out of 10 older people who have a son or 
daughter, this responsibility for help is ascribed to an adult 
child. The child is usually middle-aged, middle class, and has 
dependent children of his own. When called upon for help, a 
responsible individual will usually be involved in some sacri
fice, stress, and dislocation of his own life in giving help, 
no matter how willing he might be to undertake the task. Shanas 
asked these responsible individuals, named by her elderly respon
dents as the persons to whom they would go for help, what they 
would do in hypothetical cases of elderly need. She also asked 
these questions, during the survey, of a random sample of the 
general adult population. Shanas asked the elderly respondents 
what the younger person should do in each case.



One of Shanas* questions Involved Mary and her mother; 
the mother's doctor had said that she could no longer live alone 
although she did not need any specialized care. Should Mary 
move the mother into her small house? Mary had four children. 
About 2 of each 5 respondents from each of the three groups 
thought that Mary should bring her mother to live with her.
Thet others thought she should be placed in an institution or 
that other arrangements would be best. The responsible indi
viduals were more likely to suggest alternate solutions to the 
problem, 1. e., ways of keeping Mary's mother in independent 
living quarters but with supervision. This shows the desire of 
responsible individuals to maintain independence, and still care 
for elderly parents' needs.

In another of Shanas' hypothetical cases, Frank had to 
choose between taking his mother to her weekly medical appoint
ment on Saturday mornings or helping his wife with the weekly 
grocery shopping. More than half of the elderly, and of the 
general sample also, thought that Frank should take his mother 
to the doctor as she needed him most. The responsible indi
viduals were less sure; 2 out of 5 of this group gave the answer 
that Frank should help his mother. Again, they tended to think 
of other possible solutions such as a way in which Frank might 
help both his mother and his wife.

Shanas believes that these and other answers in the sur
vey show that a majority of the American public believes that 
the responsibility to parents is a primary one. Sons, daughters



and other relatives of the elderly, those with responsibility
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for them, are less sure that the elderly parents must come first 
in fulfilling this responsibility. The ideal of independence is 
stronger than the ideal that parents should always be helped.
The study did show that adult children make a determined effort 
to help their parents and that they believe that they should 
make this effort.

Independence and Individuality 
The Anglo, in contrast to the Mexican-American, is overtly 

taught independence and individuality and to stand on his own 
feet. He is allowed to gain his insights from many sources and 
personal experiences, and trained to make his own decisions from 
an early age (Braullo 1964: 2). Independence and individuality 
are valued for themselves. And parents do not have a sure faith 
that they and their answers should always be followed (Goode 
1963$ 77)• This orientation is also a part of the philosophy 
that each person must develop and accomplish to the maximum of 
his ability, and that each person's uniqueness and individuality 
is important (Goode 1963: 21). An Anglo who does not allow his 
child freedom and independence is criticized for being over- 
protective. Such orientations break down the pattern for inter
dependence of parent and child, lessening parental authority 
and later ties between the adult child and the elderly parent. 
Individualism makes it unnecessary to listen to the elders of 
the lineal hierarchy. When this principle is dominant, as it



is in the United States, “individual goals have primacy over 
the goals of specific" collateral and lineal groups (Kluckhohn 
and Strodtbeck 1961: 18-29)• The individual's responsibility 
to society is defined in terms of autonomous goals.

An Anglo child is not taught to respect and honor all 
wishes of those older, nor necessarily to value their greater 
experience. In the answers of school children to the questions, 
asked by Henry (1963: 133-13*0} "What do you like least about 
your mother and father," and "What do you like most about your 
mother and father," a pattern emerged of expectation of per
missiveness and giving. "'Let'," wrote Henry, is the pivotal 
word in most of these compositions."

Position of Elderly Persons Within the Family
The decline in the authority of parents continues as 

children get older and is reflected in the lessening responsi
bility of children for the economic support and care of their 
aged parents (Ogburn and Nimkoff 19^5: 11-12). Parents, and 
even more so grandparents, are companions and friends, not 
judges and oracles. Elderly parents are not specifically 
honored persons whose wishes must be met at all costs, but 
simply people toward whom one is more affectionate than to the 
public at large.

Patterns of association between parent and adult child 
are not intrafamilial, but rather interfamilial. Standard text
books which discuss the family tend to ignore the presence of
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the older person In the family group (Beard 1949: 275)• Henry 
(1963) attempts to describe American culture as a whole. I 
think it significant that older people, "deep aging, the final 
years and days before the end" (Henry 1963: 389)» are discussed 
in a separate chapter, "Human Obsolescence," from that which 
characterizes the American family and the relation of parents 
to their young children. The chapter discussing elderly persons 
is concerned, however, with old people who are in institutions. 
These are only a small percent of older people in America 
(Ghanas 196I: 2). Henry (1963: 389) relates the chapter to 
general Anglo culture in saying "the system Inescapably defines 
how the aged shall be viewed and treated." Even at the best 
nursing home which he studied, only bodily needs are met. There 
is a "minimal understanding of the mental characteristics of an 
aged person" (Henry 1963: 4?4), the staff treating the old 
people with indulgent superiority, as though the aged patients 
were disoriented children. At the worst of the three insti
tutions the elderly inmates were conceptualized as "child- 
animals" (Henry 1963: 440).

To indicate the inclusion of elderly members in a family 
group the term "extended family" must be used, as the family 
has come to be thought of as synonymous with marriage and the 
rearing of children. Grandparents and other elderly members 
are a problem to such a group, not a positive contributing 
member (Beard 1949: 275)• Each component group of the extended 
kinship network constitutes a separate family group. For
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Instance, there is a less integrated family economy than in 
earlier years. Even the most loving and respectful of Anglo 
adult children usually contribute only to their parents* sup
port (Nimkoff 1962: 4-10). Currently there is not an Anglo 
pattern such as I found in a Mexlcan-Amer1can family. A woman, 
now married and the mother of young children, told me that 
when she was an unmarried working girl she gave all of her 
salary to her mother. The mother gave her a small allowance 
from the salary.

A study of three-generational Anglo families did not 
reveal a system of “mutual support" among members. An opinion 
expressed in one article (Pollack 1948: 77) was that middle 
class urban families are not considered normal if three- 
generational. Usually such a family is formed when the widowed 
mother of the wife moves in with the younger married couple. 
There is conflict over any attempted interference of the mother 
in the affairs of the adult children (Thompson and Streib 1961: 
196). An adult child who takes an older person into his home 
thinks the aged relative should know his place and not interfere 
with the running of the household. The older person is regarded 
as a burden, though usually with affection (Tuckman and Lorge
1953: 260).

Effects of Outside Interests 
Family and kin relations are often secondary to occupa

tional and avocational interest (Burgess i960: 2?2). Many
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institutions and concerns are just as Important, or more so, 
in the life of individual members as each sees it for himself. 
Adults participate in many organizations. Children acquire 
many of their orientations outside the family circle. Mass 
communications and expanding education weaken the importance 
of the family in teaching the child and giving him his major 
values and orientations (Cottrell I960: 108). Besides the 
obvious influence of formal, required schooling, there is a 
plethora of other organizations and peoples from whom the child 
accepts his beliefs and orientations, and with whom he spends 
much of his time, interests of the child and other members of 
the Anglo family do not usually center in the family and its 
group activities but in other and outside affairs. For example, 
ritual activities, such as special Christmas celebrations, for 
which the elderly grandparents are usually the leaders, are 
often chafing to the teen-age family members who would rather 
be with their peer groups (Albrecht 1962: 487-491).

Another viewpoint concerning the American family is 
expressed by Henry (1963* 14, 25» 28, 164), namely, its connec
tion with other organizations in Anglo society. Henry says 
that most Americans are not involved in their jobs and the 
institutions for which they work. Thus, Americans seek in 
marriage and the family a warmth which is lacking in outside 
organizations. The values of American life, love, kindness, 
honesty, relaxation, etc., are things which Anglos want from 
the members of their immediate families. MIt is in his family



life that the American tries to make up for the anxieties and 
personality deprivations In the outside world" (Henry 1963:
128). The family of procreation Is held together "by affection 
but this tie begins to be of less Importance to adult children 
as each grows up and forms his own family.

Role Definitions
There Is now no clear definition, accepted by Anglo 

society as a whole, of the means by which an adult child should 
care for his parents and still maintain his Important Indepen
dence and Individuality, allowing his parents also to keep 
theirs. Nor is there general agreement as to whether the Anglo 
should personally care for his parent at all. There is no clear 
pattern by which a family, or ah individual, may make a decision 
concerning an elderly member and integrate her Into the house
hold. The Individual has ambivalence in the choices which are 
open to him as he wants to help his parents and remain indepen
dent of them (Holler 1954: 206).

Intergeneratlonal conflicts are also complicated by new 
definitions of old age (Friedman I960: 140) and Its place in 
the social structure. Under the old system everyone knew his 
obligations and he learned to carry them out. Now each person, 
each group of persons, must work out a system of role relation
ships. Structural rules in Anglo society are more flexible and 
not so firmly fixed as in Mexican-American society. Gumming 
and Schneider (1961: 498) hypothesize sibling solidarity as an
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important element in American kinship structure, paralleling 
the tendency to horizontal, equalitarian relationships of the 
whole society. However, not all siblings do maintain, or ever 
have, a close relationship. It is more difficult to adjust to 
the Anglo type of structural rule simply because there has been 
little experience and socialization to directly fit the indi
vidual for the roles and their accompanying responsibilities 
(Goode 1963: 380). There is confusion and conflict because the 
relationships between older and younger generations are not 
precisely defined. In the past, reciprocal roles were better 
defined and understood (Burgess 1957$ 168). The present role 
of the older Anglo is not well delineated in regard to other 
age groups nor within the age group itself (Williams i960: 276).

The Hex!can-American, like Miss Gonzales whom we men
tioned earlier, ideally feels happier when the customary rules 
of family organization and structure have been followed and when 
the elderly are given their rightful place within the family.
As Mrs. Garcia said, the Mexican-American does things simply 
because they are the right things to do. An Anglo has no such 
pattern dr assurance. Each family must work out the specific 
answers to problems, compromising between the various conflict
ing ideals and duties of Anglo society. Beneath the conformity, 
which in the Anglo United States is to "the latest, the newest 
ideas and modes of acting of the group" as Anglos have "a high 
evaluation of change" (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961: 15, 22), 
there is a wide range of variation (Kluckhohn 1953: 353).

72



73
Position of Elderly Anglo

Attitudinal change is a major causal factor for this 
diversity, and is, therefore, an important factor in the change 
of the status of older people (Pollack 1948: 77-78). "The 
changes which the family has been experiencing are buttressed 
by new social attitudes and practices" in family life (Kaplan 
1956: 165)• These are independent ideological and value changes 
which have changed the 1 how* and •why* of proper care for the 
elderly members of Anglo society.

Tuckman and Lorge (1953: 249-260) gave a test to graduate 
students which indicates some of the new attitudes and preju
dices which Anglos feel toward elderly people. Ninety percent 
of the respondents thought, older people were conservative and 
set in their ways. Sixty-five percent thought that older people 
do not feel that younger adults know how to bring up children 
properly. Other attitudes, with the percentages of acceptance 
were:

69/? > grandparents spoil children
31$» older people are a burden to their children23/?» older people are hard to get along with
10/O, older people are better off in an old folks home

This study indicated a substantial acceptance of many stereo
types even though the respondents were relatively sophisticated, 
most of them with a grounding in basic psychology. The authors 
think that as Anglo culture emphasizes youth and speed, older 
people are expected to play decreasingly active roles. This 
"cultural expectation" encourages misconceptions about older 
people.
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The respondents of these tests (Tuckman and Lorge 1953$ 

260) view old age as a '’period characterized by economic in
security, poor health, loneliness, resistance to change, and 
failing physical and mental powers." These attitudes reflect 
the "cultural expectations" of persons who are reaching the 
retirement and old age period of their lives, and indicate that 
older Anglos are not living in a climate which is conducive to 
"feelings of adequacy, usefulness, and security and to good 
adjustment in their later years" (Tuckman and Lorge 1953$ 260). 
Growing old is thus not considered desirable in Anglo culture. 
Some of the exhibited attitudes concerning old age do have 
validity for the ill among elderly people, but not for elderly 
people in general (Tuckman, Lorge, and Spooner 1953$ 20?).

Tuckman*s general results were verified by Bobrow (1959) 
in her very similar but shorter questionnaire.

Such attitudes toward older people are relatively recent 
innovations. Kin ties are probably less close and less often 
seen than in 1900 (Nimkoff 1962s 413). By the late 19th century 
a conjugal family pattern had developed, but it differed from 
the pattern of today. In 1900 older people probably enjoyed 
a greater status, care of aged relatives was a primary obli
gation of the family, and social relationships were more kinship- 
centered (Cottrell i960: 103)» The opinion of the elderly mem
bers was more respected. Children were more disciplined and 
there were acknowledged patterns of authority. There was a 
sense of duty to the family on the part of its members.
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And the family was important in many areas, such as recreation, 
where it has now virtually abdicated (Strelb and Thompson i960: 
413).

The present, habitual Anglo view of older people as a 
problem, and as a problem for society rather than for the indi
vidual family group, has helped to create the new situation.
Older people have less regard for themselves, and tend to think 
of themselves in the same terms and stereotypes as do younger 
members of society. Both generations are part of the same 
society and share the same culture.

Anglos often believe that older people are a problem 
which can best be solved by the formation and action of agencies, 
by the awarding of pensions, and by governmental agencies (Strelb 
and Thompson i960: 480). Friedman (i960: 135) believes in many 
cases this is due to American historical factors of migration 
from Europe and the frontier which separated the conjugal family 
from other parts of the kinship network. The actual care of 
older people is increasingly given to institutions and especially 
to the government (Ogburn and Nimkoff 1945: 12). Governmental 
policy changes in regard to old-age pensions, such as increasing 
the occupations covered and the benefits received, affect the 
feelings of responsibility of children for their elderly parents 
(Nimkoff 1957: 307) •

The responsible individuals of Shanas* study, more often 
than the elderly respondents or the sample of the general public, 
thought that Anglo adult children should support older people



when they are no longer working. However, leas-than one half 
of the responsible individuals held this opinion. Many in 
each group of informants felt that the government should sup
port the elderly who are in need— 41.3$ of the elderly respon
dents, 3^*3$ of the responsible individuals, and 42.7$ of the 
sample of the general American public held this opinion. When 
asked a concrete question about a hypothetical Mr. Brown, whose 
children are just getting by on their present income with their 
present responsibilities, the percentages of persons who be
lieved that an elderly relative should seek help from some out
side agency rather than extended family members rose to 60.8$ 
of the elderly respondents, 53*2$ of the responsible individuals, 
and 60.0$ of the sample of the general public (Shanas 1961: 29-33)* 

Differences in basic philosophy between Anglos and Mexi- 
can-Amerlcans in this matter mean that the source of security 
for the individual is different in many instances. The Mexican- 
American looks to his family group; this is a fundamental unit 
in his life and an important source of social control in his 
immediate society (Bogardus 1934: 23). The Anglo also gains 
a great deal of security and solace from the family group. The 
family is not obsolete in Anglo society* this institution teaches 
all children the fundamentals of their culture (Schneider and 
Homans 1955$ 1208). But many functions of the Anglo family are 
supplemented by, or even supplanted by, the actions of other 
institutions to which the Individual looks for help-- govern
mental and welfare agencies, the union or professional
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organization, clubs, and many other types of organizations.
The Anglo Individual looks to himself and to these impersonal 
organizations for help and rules of behavior, rather than to 
his extended kinship network as a traditionally oriented 
Mexican-American would do. Only among the most acculturated 
Mexican-Americans are individual interests more important 
than the family (Madsen 1964% 44).

One of the most important factors in the change in 
Anglo structural patterns is demographic; there is a declin
ing birthrate and a longer life expectancy which creates a 
situation of more elderly persons and fewer children to care 
for them (Pollack 1948; 76)• Too, there are more elderly 
people today, numerically and percentage-wise, because of 
medical advances and the correspondingly longer life expect
ancy, than in the past of Anglo society (Williams I960: 262).
The number of people 65 or older almost doubled between 1930 
and 1950, from 6§ million to over 12 million. The "magnitude 
and suddenness" of the explosion of Anglo aged population has 
created a surplus of elderly persons for the "proportion of 
roles previously allotted to them" (Friedman i960: 133). Of 
course the larger number of elderly people does not by itself 
explain why old age is considered to be such a problem (Williams 
I960: 273)'

Elderly people are more noticeably a problem because 
of their greater numbers, and because of a new period In
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their lives, retirement. The latter is a “new phenomenon" 
(Tibbets 195^$ 301) a new age category without historical 
parallel (Friedman 1960: 140), when work and child rearing 
are over. A typical husband and wife can expect to spend 
several years together after their children have grown up and 
moved away. The duration, rather than the nature, of the roles 
of older people in the family has changed. The roles which 
formerly filled all the active years no longer fill them.
This necessitates a new period offamily life. (Strelb and 
Thompson i960: 449).

Anglo society isolates older people to a much greater 
degree than other societies. This is because of our ideal 
of the independent conjugal family and the phenomenon of re
tirement in the business world (Parsons 1953$ 37*0 along with 
our idealization of youth. We segregate and suppress the par
ticipation of elderly people in the major Institutions of 
society (Soule 1958$ 117)» further reducing the kinds of roles 
to be played.

Many tasks formerly done by elderly people in the urban 
Anglo homes have been transferred outside the home, or are 
automated, leaving aged members with little to make them feel 
needed in the family. The effect should not, of course, be 
overestimated (Friedman I960: 132). It does eliminate formerly 
important family functions of the elderly members and further 
reduces interdependence of individuals within the family and 
component family groups of the extended kinship network.
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The elderly relatives may be safely ignored and segregated from 
the rest of the family and society because they and their skills 
are not needed.

Elderly persons are less honored and less solicitously 
cared for because they are less valuable to the family group 
than in societies where experience and the possible contribu
tions of the elderly are more revered. Anglos have some regard 
for the past, but it is not thought of as good just because it 
is past (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 196l: 15)• The ideas of Anglo 
elderly become obsolete and even detrimental to the constant 
search for new and better ways (Cottrell I960: 108).

A discussion between an old woman and a young nurse 
assisting in research in a nursing home is reported by Henry 
(1963: 452). The older woman spoke of having loved the theater 
and plays, specifically naming two local theaters she had enjoyed 
attending. These were unknown to the nurse. Henry concludes 
that knowledge of the aged becomes obsolete, unimportant, and 
of little consequence in other areas as well. In primitive 
societies the people and places described by aged persons may 
be personally unknown to the younger ones but "they still are 
vividly present to them because of close kinship ties and 
meaningful stories" (Henry 1963: 452).

Compulsory retirement in industry has as its purpose the 
removal of workers, even those with powerful positions, from 
their jobs before their knowledge becomes obsolete and inade
quate (Cottrell I960: 108, 118). This favors the development



of young leadership (Nimkoff 1962: 409)• The same principle 
of retiring the old and adhering to newer and younger Ideas 
Is followed In the family. Young mothers rear their children 
by formulae printed In books, or by Ideas espoused by modern 
authorities, such as pediatricians, rather than following the 
advice of their mothers, and allowing grandmothers to help sub
stantially in rearing children (Kaplan 1956: 165)• A parent 
who lives in the home of his adult children has no authority, 
often no honored position, and, sometimes, little respect. He 
is retired. The ideal family is conjugal; the elderly grand
father is an interloper. A grandparent must not interfere 
with the rearing of the grandchildren or family friction develops 
(Thompson and Streib 1961: 195)• Although he is loved, the 
grandparent must remember his dependent status in the family. 
Respect in Anglo families is not based as Madsen (1964: 1?) 
describes it for Mexlcan-Amerlcan families, "primarily upon the 
basis of age," the eldest male being the head of the household.

The grandparent is more permissive today than he was in 
the Anglo society of the 1900*s because he must be. There is 
less fear and respect of elders by children. And grandparents, 
in particular, have lost authority. Their permissiveness re
flects their loss of status within the family (Nimkoff 1962: 
411-412). The grandparent is often over-indulgent because of 
his need to maintain a relationship which provides him with 
love and alleviates some feelings of insecurity (Streib and 
Thompson I960: 460).



Grandparerital roles in the socialization of the child 
do vary according to the racial and ethnic background of the 
family. The difference is based on how important consanguinal 
ties are thought to be. Strong generational and family ties 
mean a more important role for the grandparent in the sociali
zation of the children. According to Streib and Thompson (i960: 
461-462), this is more likely to be so among United States citi
zens of South European derivation than among those from the 
northern countries. The grandparent is important in the Mexi- 
can-American family and in the life of individual children.

Orientation to the Future
Anglo society is oriented to the future, positively 

valuing change and new developments (Kluckhohn 1953$ 349)•
The future is looked upon as almost inevitably "bigger and 
better" (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 196l: 15)• Scientific and 
social developments are constantly changing the methods and 
products of industry, the attitudes of the members of society, 
especially those attitudes which are less basic and more specific. 
These developments are changing the details of day to day living, 
and, thus, eventually the more basic conceptions of life. The 
aging individual^ environment, like that of other Anglos, has 
become a dynamic one. He does not age in a static society in 
which status can be foretold, but in an environment which is it
self changing and uncertain (Tibbets I960: 12-13). This is also 
true of the Mexican-American individual. He is, however,
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more protected from the full impact of this on his life by 
the family structure.

The social patterns and interests of youth are im
portant in contemporary American culture (Parsons 1953* 374) 
as part of the orientation to future and change which rejects 
old age (Ogg 1954: 2), and they discount accomplishments of 
the past and the stored wisdom of these accomplishments.
Every opportunity is given to youth to make their accomplish
ments and future contributions to society as important and 
great as possible (Cottrell I960: 110), as the Hdoing” orien
tation to activity— “What does the individual do? What can he 
or will he accomplish"— is so important to Anglos (Kluckhohn 
and Strodtbeck 1961: 1?)• It is difficult for an aged parent 
to claim a right to his adult children's aid, as obligations to 
“the state, the corporation, and particularly to their own chil
dren take priority, and the elderly respect these priorities" 
(Cottrell i960: 109). Higher values are placed on responsi
bility to younger children and on independence and autonomy, 
thus creating new patterns for middle and upper generations 
(Tibbets i960: 1?).
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Principle of Equality
Another important Anglo cultural principle affecting 

not only the family but all institutions of the society, is 
equality (Goode 1963* 18). Most people know, for instance, 
that there is a class system in the United States. They



laughingly evade such an Idea by placing the majority of the 
population In several divisions of the middle class, with a 
small lower class of poverty-stricken and degenerates and a 
small Upper class of those who are extremely wealthy or socially 
prominent. The same concept is applied to families. Equali- 
tarian ideology makes Anglos more comfortable with horizontal 
relationships than with vertical ones, in the family and in 
general society (Gumming and Schneider 196l: 498). Even kin
ship terms reflect the equal!tarian principle. A nephew may 
call his uncle, "Uncle Bill" or "Bill" depending on their 
specific relationship and whether he likes his uncle or not 
(Schneider and Homans 1955$ 1200).

Emphasis on equality and the uniqueness of each indi
vidual tends to reduce inequalities based on sex and age within 
the Anglo family, as seniority is less important than "human" 
qualities of warmth and character. This undermines, to some 
extent, the traditional subordination of the young to the old 
(Goode 1963: 21). No longer is there an Anglo patriarchy with 
the words of the husband and father being law. The wife and 
husband decide things together (Burgess i960: 276). They, even 
as a young couple, do not bow to the wishes of either set of 
parents.
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Urbanization and Industrialization 
Finally, positions of Anglo elderly have also changed,

as have positions of others in the social structure, in response
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to and because of urbanization and industrialization (Goode 
1963: 2). Urbanization, the supplanting of city life for 
rural, "provided the objective conditions for the independence 
of the nuclear family from the extended family" (Burgess I96O: 
271) and, thus, many of the other factors discussed. The 
cities have smaller home accommodations, spatial and social 
mobility, a more rapid tempo of life, impersonality, and an 
opportunity for individualism (Burgess I960: 271)• Industri
alization and urbanization did not precipitate the isolation 
of generations, but they were important contributing factors 
(Friedman I960: 135)• The development of industry did mean 
that market place values were substituted for other evalua
tions of a person's worth (Streib and Thompson I960: 135)> 
devaluating the contributions which the elderly person can 
make to society. One simple observation, according to Goode 
(1963: 6), can be drawn from these modern events: when the
economic system expands through industrialization, family 
patterns change. Kin ties are weakened and there is a trend 
in the direction of the conjugal family pattern.



CONCLUSION

Mexican-American culture is not the same as its ante
cedent Mexican culture. Nor is it the same as the Mexican- 
American culture which existed even a few years ago, especially 
in matters of detail. There is acculturation. There has been 
an acceptance of many items of American culture, such as hous
ing and goods and those parts which seem to the average Mexican- 
American to make little or no threat to the important elements 
and philosophies of his Mexican heritage. The inroads of accul
turation in more important matters are indicated by responses 
such as "Well, I think so anyway. But it wouldn't have been 
that way in Mexico." Or, as Mrs. Ramirez said in reference to 
a pattern of remarriage for an elderly widow, "I think they are 
cute— old people getting married. Sometimes they are lonely 
and in need of companionship. But it isn't allowed in Mexico!"

The Mexican-American still maintains much of traditional 
kinship systems, marriage and family relations, lack of formal 
associations, devotion to Catholicism, and types of music and 
recreation (Getty 1950: 10). He has accepted the Thanksgiving 
holiday with the turkey dinner but he still eats tamales for 
Christmas. He continues to speak Spanish and to eat Mexican 
food while learning many of the Anglo equivalents. This is so 
because the Mexican is proud of his heritage; he doesn't wish 
to give it up, to become completely acculturated in order to
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gain acceptance from the Anglo world. Even the most accul- 
turated Mexican-American maintains some of the more subtle 
elements of his Mexican heritage (Simmons 196l: 296). It is 
a protection against a sometimes unfriendly Anglo world and a 
source of pride in a sometimes less than desirable neighbor
hood environment.

Effects of Prejudice 
The Anglo world is often prejudiced, offering non

understanding and rebuff to those with supposedly inferior 
racial strains or cultural elements. Hexican-American customs, 
and the pride of the individual in these customs, are a shield 
from this prejudice. One girl told of being snubbed by contem
poraries in a college classroom situation. She was very hurt 
by the incident. Though she had once rejected Mexican cul
ture, trying always to do things in the "American" way and 
speaking English even at home, she has become very proud of 
her Mexican heritage. Almost consciously she has wrapped 
around herself pride in and a new knowledge of her Mexican 
cultural heritage. The girl’s brother (family "A"), a leader 
in his high school, asked a girl for a date and was refused.
The girl’s mother did not allow her to date Mexicans. The 
same boy told me that the most unhappy and lost Mexican- 
American young people are those who are not fully Americanized, 
and who cannot be because of the lack of a grasp of Anglo
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culture and the English language, yet have rejected all that 
is Mexican. They have pride in nothing; they belong to nothing.

The need and the wish of individuals to keep their Mexi
can heritage, the feeling that their familial patterns are 
superior to the Anglo, and the utility of the Mexican heritage 
and family group as a protection against prejudice are all 
factors in the retention of Mexican-American patterns. The 
family is an especially important and unacculturated factor 
which reflects changes in peripheral areas rather than in basic 
organization (Simmons 1961: 296). This is true even though the 
Anglo ideal of the democratic family is making some inroads in 
the Mexican-American middle class and in spite of the fact that 
the "Anglo value of individualism is in direct conflict with 
the Mexican value of family solidarity" (Madsen I96N-: ^6).

Differences in Attitude Between Mexican-American
and Anglo Families

Superficially, the Mexican-American family is not too 
different from its Anglo counterpart. However, it is different. 
Too, the position and the status and role of the older person 
in the Mexican-American family is quite different from that of 
the older person in the Anglo family. Both family types are 
often conjugal. But the Mexican-American more readily accepts 
and thinks as proper a three-generational modification to an 
extended family group. Mexican-American and Anglo families 
usually care for their elderly relatives. The largest percentage 
of Anglo elderly live near, or even with, their adult children.



Still, the Mexican-Amerlcan is more solicitous, more respect
ful, and even more obedient to his elderly parent. Attitudes 
are the important keys to understanding and seeing structural 
differences in families. The reasons which the participants 
have for care of elderly relatives and their living patterns 
create two diverse situations from the seemingly similar ones.
The situations are divergent because the participants think of 
them in differing ways; the similar patterns are applied with a 
different spirit.

Getty (1950: 18) said much the same thing: "the nature 
of human relationships..is largely determined by human reactions—  
attitudes— in regard to these relationships.M One of my more ac- 
culturated respondents who is married to an Anglo, was asked if 
having an elderly parent in the home were duty or joy: he replied 
that it could be either. The attitudes with which one approaches 
the situation make it duty or joy, pleasure or drudgery.

The attitudes which define and determine the familial 
situation concern the orientation of Individuals to the struc
ture and purpose of the family, to the importance of older people, 
and to what is considered best and most important in life. There 
are two related basic clusters of attitude and practice which 
stand behind these groups of more specific attitudes and which 
are, then, major determinants of life within the family and of 
the place of the older person within the family. The two clusters 
are:
(1) the societal orientation to time and change, and its meaning
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for the relative importance of youth and the elderly 
within the society and the family, and 

(2) the societal orientation to placing primary importance 
on the independent individual or the family group as the 
basic working unit of society, and the meaning of this 
in ultimately determining the source of a person's se
curity.

It is Important to look at these attitudes, as has-been 
done in this paper, from the standpoint of the family rather 
than the society as a whole, because family life is so important 
to older people. Correct understanding of the behavior and ad
justment of older people within a society usually depends upon 
understanding the family as the most important institution for 
older people (Streib and Thompson i960: 448). Family relation
ships sometimes become the only social relationships to which 
an elderly person "may legitimately hold claim," (Thompson and 
Streib 1961: 177-180); rejection here means almost complete 
rejection. The position of the elderly person within the 
family, then, tells much about his position within the whole 
of society as "attitudes of younger people toward the aged... 
have a bearing on almost all questions of adjustment in old age" 
(Pollack 1948: 78).

Variation in aging from society to society are "system
atically related to the total social structure and indeed some
times have a crucial place within the structure" (Williams i960: 
272). The diverse ways which varying societies have for coping



with old age show it to be a social process which is socially 
determined (Williams I960: 2?0)•

An analysis of the family and of the attitudes of 
Anglos and Mexican-Americans toward the place of the older per
son in it, reveal not only something of the dissimilarity of 
family structure and meaning and the variant positions of the 
older person in the home, but also the disparity of the basic 
cultural philosphy which undergirds each of the societies. Our 
attitudes and cultural orientations are largely formed by the 
social systems in which we interact (Williams i960: 262); the 
most important of these is the family (Strelb and Thompson i960: 
448). The attitudes which affect the position of the elderly 
are representative of those which affect other parts of the 
family and all of society, as the family is Integrated with 
the totality of the culture and as it changes as the society 
changes (Ogburn and Nimkoff 1945: 6).

In his family group, the Mexican-Amerlcan is taught 
respect for his elders, for all elders, from his earliest days. 
He is taught this directly and indirectly through his learning 
that the past and tradition are important, that he must always 
depend upon his elders for guidance and give them the respect 
and support which they deserve. Husband and wife share the 
responsibility to teach the children and serve as models of be
havior (Madsen 1964: 20). The family with its traditional 
structure, giving elders a basically important role, is to be 
maintained; the alternative Anglo patterns are just not as
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satisfying and good. The family is the basis of life, "the 
main focus of social identity of all classes of Mexican-American 
society" (Madsen 1964: 44).

The Mexican-American realizes that the aged mother or 
father is not always an extremely wise person, and that some
times elderly persons are sick or senile, requiring special care 
and patience. Mexican-Americans perhaps stereotype and general
ize, in their own way, as much as Anglos have been shown to do 
(Tuckman and Lorge 1953$ 249-260). Young Hex!can-Americans are 
not perfectly attuned to the needs of their elderly relatives, 
negating themselves in serving. And most members of Anglo society 
do not desert their elderly relatives, agreeing that adult child
ren have some responsibility to elderly parents (Shanas 1961).
There is little difference in the percentages of Anglo and Mexican- 
Ameri can persons who agree or disagree with each statement, such 
as "Old people feel their children neglect them," of Bobrow*s 
test (1959$ 6l). Of course, we must remember that the results 
of the two tests can be compared on a one-to-one basis only as 
a guide to the true picture, for the sizes of the samples are 
vastly different and the test was conceived in Anglo terms.
Bobrow*s analysis of the part of her questionnaire which I used, 
and the answers which I received, are found in the appendices.

Even though the objective test did not reveal great 
differences in Anglo and Mexican-American attitude, the differ
ences still exist. They are subtle differences which require 
a much more sensitive means of detection. An Anglo is taught
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concepts which are, in many ways, the opposite of Mexlcan- 
American philosophies. As such these concepts do not elevate 
the status of Anglo elderly people; they diminish this status. 
Tradition is not respected but ignored. Anglos are interested 
in the future, in change, in independence and opportunities 
for youth. Family structure, which is narrower than the Mezi- 
can-American in what is logically included, is not so important 
as the individual happiness and development of members. The 
Anglo family is also narrower in concept because many of its 
functions and duties have been taken over by other institutions 
of the society.

Duvall (1962: 445), in her suggestions for achieving 
happiness and balance when a three-generational family becomes 
necessary in Anglo society, says that the personal property of 
each member must be inviolate. Each person should have a part 
of the house, a closet, or even just a bureau drawer which is 
exclusively his. This is so because everyone needs some degree 
of privacy. But privacy within the family group, privacy to 
the extent of exclusion of other family members from a sanctum 
sanctorum within the home, means much less to a Mexican-American. 
One of my respondents, a Mexican-American high school girl 
(family “H"), when speaking of the chief differences between 
her own and Anglo families, said that the need for privacy of 
Anglos was very strange to her. In an Anglo family known to her, 
each child has his own room. If a parent or other family member 
wishes to enter, he must knock. And no one in the family is
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supposed to open, without permission, a bureau drawer or closet 
which contains the belongings of another person. This division 
of the house into individual parts for individual members, was 
to her, artificial and unnecessary. The home is for all its 
members. 111 am in and out of all the rooms in this house. And 
I would think nothing of opening my brother’s bureau drawer in 
search of some object which I needed.”

Schermerhorn (191+9i 186) describes the possible Mexican 
antecedent to this attitude. The families of rural Mexico, the 
forebears of todays Mexican-Americans, lived in small adobe 
houses. A "lack of family privacy was accepted as a proper sort 
of intimacy.”

Factors Delaying Acculturation 
The slow rate of Mexican-American acculturation in the 

Southwest is in large part "attributable to a wide disparity of 
all major orientations” of Mexican-Americans and Anglo-Americans 
(Kluckhohn 1953s 3 5 3 )• One of Kluckhohn's (1953s 3^7) examples 
is the relation of man to nature. The Anglo believes he can 
change it, overcoming any obstacles. The Mexican-American is 
more fatalistic, believing that man is subjugated to nature and 
that God’s will will prevail. Madsen (196^: 17) adds that the 
Mexican-American believes that as God rather than man controls 
the world, it is useless to plan for the future.

The very difference between the basic philosophies of 
the Mexican-American and the Anglo prevents the Mexican-American
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from too frequently and too quickly abandoning his old patterns 
in favor of new ones. And it is not a simple matter of exchang
ing one new trait for another. Each trait is tightly bound to 
the other, and these form the acceptable boundary of existence. 
From these facts, Kluckhohn hypothesizes, "...the rate and de
gree of assimilation of any ethnic group into general dominant 
Anglo culture will in large part depend upon the goodness of 
fit of the group's own value orientations with those of dominant 
American culture" (1953: 353)»

The Mexican-American, in contrast to the Anglo who is a 
part of and a believer in the established pattern of the United 
States, has brought his own pattern from Mexico. This is a 
buffer and a protection from the full impact of Anglo influence 
on his life. The Mexican-American is not immune to the pressures 
of urbanization and other factors which affect and are, in fact, 
part of Anglo culture. He is less subject to them as his tra
dition and major orientations lie outside the cultural main
stream of the United States. Many factors which have been dis
cussed such as family structure, attitudes toward time, family 
and the elderly, the importance of tradition, help to keep the 
Mexican-American apart from the larger American society and its 
influences.



APPENDIX A

Questionnaire Sentences from Bobrowts Longer Questionnaire
and-.

Bobrow* s Analysis of Sentences
1. Old people do not understand young people, (yes or no)

A yes answer shows an acceptance of stereotype about old 
people. “Studies of old people show no consensus of find
ings in this area of personality, for aging seldom affects 
any two persons alike." One author consulted, Julietta K. 
Arthur, “believes that the burden of understanding falls 
on younger people." (Bobrow 1959: 26)

2. Old people are hard to get along with, (yes or no)
A yes reply shows an acceptance of a stereotype about aged 
people. (Bobrow 1959: 25)

3» Old people are set in their ways, (yes or no)
A yes reply to this statement also shows acceptance of a 
stereotype about old people. It is unwise to character
ize the aged as there are great individual differences, 
greater than in any other age. However, authorities whom 
Bobrow quotes show differences of opinion in this area.
One author thinks there is rigidity of thinking among aged 
persons. Others think the older person much more adjustable 
than is popularly supposed and capable of learning new things. 
(Bobrow 1959: 26-28)

4. Most old people have better judgment than young people.(yes or no)
An affirmative answer indicates a favorable attitude toward 
older people. Many studies agree with this viewpoint.
(Bobrow 1959: 28)

5» Old people can be useful to themselves and to others, (yes or no)
A yes reply to this statement also indicates a favorable 
attitude toward older people. This is a view substantiated 
by various studies. One points out that only a small pro
portion of older people must be cared for by others.
(Bobrow 1959: 30)
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6. Old people are more conservative than young people, (yes 
or no)
Bohrow assumes that a yes reply to this statement shows an 
acceptance of stereotypes about older people. The authors 
whom she consulted say that old people are conservative in 
some areas, without being so in others, just as are all 
people. Where a conservative majority is found among the 
old, there will be a similar majority among the young. 
(Bobrow 1959: 32)

?• The best place for old people is a nursing home, (yes or no)
A yes reply indicates an unfavorable attitude toward older 
people. Almost all of Bobrow*s sample disagreed with the 
statement. She attributes this to a then recent "publicity 
given to shocking conditions in a local nursing home." 
(Bobrow 1959: 36)

8. Food, shelter, and clothing meet all the needs of older 
people, (yes or no)
A yes answer indicates an unfavorable attitude toward aged 
people. This is supported by the literature reviewed. "The 
general view of those who have made a study of old people 
is....that older people have the needs that are common to 
all people...emotional security and affection; social recog
nition and status, met by receiving respect from people; 
a sense of worth and self-respect; and adequate food, cloth
ing, shelter, and health." (Bobrow 1959: 40-41)

9* Old people are free to do anything they want to. (yes or no)
A yes answer shows an unfavorable attitude as elderly people 
and children of Anglo society are controlled by those of 
middle-aged status. There are also social rules which 
restrict the participation of older people in society* s 
institutions. (Bobrow 1959: 48)

10. Old people like to make new friends, (yes or no)
A yes reply shows a favorable attitude toward the elderly'.
A survey shows that the majority of older people do enjoy 
meeting new people, and that the passing away of many old 
friends necessitates this. Bobrow thinks that the growth 
of special clubs for older people also proves the validity 
of the statement. (Bobrow 1959: 50-51)
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11. Old. people should not marry, (yes or no)

A yes answer shows acceptance of a stereotype about older 
people. However, research evidence, supporting or reject
ing this view, is spotty. Many authorities do state opinions 
in support of the marriage of older people, and stress the 
many variables which influence each individual case. (Bob- 
row 1959: 51-52)

12. Old people do not care to take part in community activities, 
(yes or no)
A yes answer shows acceptance of a stereotype about aged 
people. In one study consulted, the majority of elderly 
respondents participated in community affairs, although 
6Z% confined their activities to voting. Only 19^ did not 
participate at all. (Bobrow 1959: 52)

13* Old people like companionship and friends, (yes or no)
A yes reply shows a favorable attitude towards older people. 
Factual evidence recorded in the literature supports this 
view. Bobrow also thinks the growth of special clubs, Golden 
Age Groups, etc., shows the validity of this statement.
(Bobrow 1959: 55)

14. Old people spoil their grandchildren, (yes or no)
A yes reply is assumed to show acceptance of a stereotype, 
even though there is no research evidence to validate or 
disprove the view. Many authorities whom Bobrow consulted 
think that "such behavior varies with the individual..... 
some grandparents do spoil their grandchildren, and others 
do not." (Bobrow 1959: 60)

15• Old people do not like to be dependent, (yes or no)
An affirmative answer indicates a favorable attitude towards 
older people. Research evidence concurs with the statement.
Old people, as well as younger members of Anglo society, 
generally wish to be independent. (Bobrow 1959: 60-61)

16. Old people feel their children neglect them, (yes or no)
A yes answer indicates an acceptance of a stereotype about 
older people. There is no factual evidence to support the 
statement. One study found that the "aged are rather care
ful about criticizing their offspring for any form of neglect." 
(Bobrow 1959: 61)
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17• Old people feel the younger generation doesn't know how 

to bring up their children, (yes or no)
A yes reply indicates an acceptance of stereotypes. Evidence 
is inconclusive in support or rejection of the statement.
(Bobrow 1959: 61-62)

18. Old people have nothing to contribute to the welfare and 
happiness of a family, (yes or no)
An acceptance of this statement shows an unfavorable attitude 
towards older people. This analysis is “substantiated by 
opinions expressed in studies of the aged." (Bobrow 1959: 62-63)

19• Old people are proud of their children, (yes or no)
A yes answer indicates acceptance of a stereotype about 
elderly people. This statement is representative of a 
widely held assumption for which there is no supporting 
factual data. (Bobrow 1959: 63)

20. Old people cause problems in a family, (yes or no)
A yes reply shows acceptance of a stereotype about older 
people. Yet, "most texts, studies and research refer to 
the unsatisfactory relations that exist in many families 
of which old people are members. Research evidence sup
ports this view particularly in the case of three-genera
tional families." Families are youth centered, and often 
there are bitter misunderstandings among the generations. 
(Bobrow 1959: 63-64)

21. The experience old people have had can be of help to younger 
members of a family, (yes or no)
A yes reply shows a favorable attitude toward aged peoples. 
"There are no available research findings to validate this 
view, but literature in the field of aging expresses opinions 
in accord with this statement." (Bobrow 1959: 64-65)

22. Old people like to live with their children, (yes or no)
An affirmative reply indicates acceptance of a stereotype 
about elderly persons. Research evidence shows that the 
majority of elderly people prefer "to live by themselves 
as long as husband and wife are alive, and often after 
one is widowed." (Bobrow 1959: 65-66

23. Old people are better off living with other old people.
(yes or no)
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A yes answer shows acceptance of a stereotype. "Research 
findings bear out both views but more recent ones are con
trary to this statement. "The general trend of thinking 
with regard to housing is not favorable to segregating old 
people into special communities or housing projects."
(Bobrovr 1959: 66-67)

24. Children should support old parents, (yes or no)
Agreement with the statement demonstrates a favorable atti
tude towards older people. Many children of old people 
share this view. "Other factors such as community opinion, 
feeling of responsibility, and affection of the children, 
have resulted in approximately as many needy parents being 
supported by their children, as are at present on Old Age 
Assistance rolls." (Bobrow 1959: 6?)

25* Public agencies should support the old people in a community, 
(yes or no)
A yes reply shows an unfavorable attitude toward elderly 
people. However, the affirmative reply "is representative 
of a growing trend today, a feeling that these needy old 
people should be cared for not as charity but as their 
right." One writer whom Bobrow consulted says that the 
change in family responsibility may necessitate the assump
tion of greater governmental responsibility for old-age 
support. (Bobrow 1959: 68)

26. Old workers are more careful with their work than younger 
workers, (yes or no)
A yes answer demonstrates a favorable attitude towards older 
people. Research findings are in accord with the affirmative 
reply. There is often an increase in the accuracy of elderly 
workers tor compensate for loss of speed. "The University 
of Illinois study of over 3,000 workers reported that 34̂  
of older workers had better work.quality, 59$ the same, and 
7$ poorer." (Bobrow 1959: 77)

27* Social Security meets all the economic needs of older people, (yes or no)
An affirmative reply indicates an unfavorable attitude towards 
older people. Factual evidence disagrees with the statement. 
As one author analyzed it— Social Security was never intended 
to be the sole reliance of anyone as retirement comes, the 
benefits are inadequate, many workers are excluded, and 
eligibility requirements are too restricted. (Bobrow 1959$
77)



APPENDIX B

Anglo, Mexican-American replies (actual number and 
% YES

Table 1: Responses to Questionnaire Sentences

replies YES NO OTHER
1. 41.7# 9; 26.4# 18; 52.9# 7; 20.5# Some do, but burden 

of understanding is 
on the young people.

2. 28.9# 8; 23.5# 23; 67.6# 3; 8.8# Some are
3. 83.4# 25; 73.5# 4; 11.7# 5; 14.7# Depends on the per

son. An older per
son can be persuaded.

4. 70.2# 26; 78.7# 4; 12.1# 3; 9-0# Some do.
5. 99-1# 34; 100# ———— - —— —
6. 88.9# 30; 90.9# 2; 6.0# 1; 3.0# Depends on the per

son and circumstance. 
Mexican old people 
more than Americans.

7. 5.1# 2; 6.0# 30; 90.9# i; 3-0# It is for some
8. 14.9# i; 2.9# 33; 97*0# — — — —
9. I8.3# 12; 35.2# 17; 50.0# 5; 14.7# Two major answers: 

They are as limited 
as are young people. 
They can do as they 
like within practi
cal limits. Also, 
they have a respon
sibility to those 
they love.

10. 84.3# 19; 57.5# 8; 24.2# 6; 18.1# Depends on the per-
son. They usually 
prefer old friends.

100
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Anglo Mexican-Amerlcan replies (actual number and %) 
% YES

Table 1: Continued

replies YES NO OTHER
11. 26.0# ii; 32.3# 18; 52.9# 5; 14.7# Depends on the eco

nomics and health 
of those involved.

12. 20.9# 7; 21.2# 15; 45.4# 11; 33-3# Depends on the per
son. Anglos like it 
more than Mexican- 
Americans.

13. 92.8# 32; 94.1# i; 2.0# 1; 2.9# Depends on the dis
position of the per
son.

14. 74.0# 24; 70.5# 9; 26.4# i; 2.9# Depends on the per
son.

15- 66.0# 29; 85.2# 3; 8.8# 2; 5.8# Depends on the per
son and circumstance.

16. 54.5# 25; 73.5# 8; 23.5# 1; 2.9# Depends on the per
son.

17. 60.0# 22; 66.6# 9; 27.2# 2; 6.0# Some do.

00H 17*0# i; 2.9# 30; 88.2# 3; 8.8# They may not have 
money, but they give 
happiness and help 
around the house.

19- 95-7# 31; 91-1# 1; 2.9# 2; 5.8# Most are; not all.
20. 54.5# 14; 41.2# 12; 35.2# 8; 23.5# It is possible, but 

this is not always 
true. The problems 
are usually over
looked.

21. 93.6# 33; 97.0# i; 2.9# "Respect every grey 
hair on their heads, 
each grey hair stands 
for experience."

22. 30.2# 10; 29.4# 21; 61.7# 3; 8.8# Some do, especially
if their children 
are unmarried.
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Anglo, Hex!can-Amerlcan replies (actual number and %)
% YES

Table 1: Continued

replies YES NO OTHER
23. 57.0# 4; 11.7$ 28; CVI

00 2; 5.8$ In some cases, and 
especially if they 
are relatives.

24. 64.?$ 28; 82.3$ 4; 11.7$ 2; 5.8$ Children should, if 
the parents have no 
other sufficient 
support.

25. 49.4$ 10; 29.4$ 7; 20.5$ 17; OOITi Public agencies 
should help if old 
people have no chil
dren, or if their 
children cannot help

26. 79.1$ 25; 75.7$ 6; 0
0r4 2; 6.0$ They can be, but 

are not always.
27. 13.6$ 5; 15.1$ 26; 78.7$ 2; 6.0$ One said it is OK 

if children also 
help. Another 
called it adequate 
for Mexicans, but 
not for Anglos.

The Anglo percentages are taken from Bobrow (1959; 24,
35» 46, 58, 70) and are computed on the basis of 235 informants. 
Thirty-four Mexican-Amerlcans completed questionnaires. How
ever, every informant did not answer every question. The 
Mexican-Amerlcan informants were given a shortened form of the 
questionnaire originally devised by Bobrow. These were adminis
tered by me .
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Table 2: Age at Which a Person is Considered to be "Old"

40 50 55 60 65
Anglo sample 
(per cent) 3.4 2.1 15.3 19.2
Mexican-Americans 
(per cent) 3.1 I8.7 21.8
(actual number) 1 6 7

Table 2: continued
70 75 80 Other

Anglo sample 
(per cent) 27.7 14.5 17.4 0.4
Mexican-Americans 
(per cent) 25.0 21.8 9.3
(actual number) 8 7 3

The Anglo percentages were obtained by Bobrow (1959$ 20). 
The Mexlcan-American information was obtained from answers to the 
34 questionnaires which I administered. The figures above total 
32 Mexlcan-Americans; two informants said that numerical age does 
not determine whether one is old. It depends on the individual 
and his "outlook on life.!'

It should also be noted that the only Mexican-American 
to think a person old at age 40 was the teen-age daughter of 
family "E". The girl was treated in a very conservatively Hexi- 
can-American fashion. She told me that she put "40" on her 
questionnaire as it was the youngest choice available to her.



APPENDIX C

A Brief Description of the 10 Hexlcan-Amerlcan Families Studied
Not all of these families, nor all of the members of any 

one family, are specifically mentioned in the text of the thesis. 
Nor did each member of each family fill in a questionnaire for 
the tabulated answers in Appendix B; some of my informants were 
adamantly opposed to the concept of a questionnaire. However, 
the majority of my direct information on Mexican-Amerlcans in 
Tucson comes from these people. Some of the information also 
comes from Mexican-American individuals with whom I talked only 
once, and in less depth. Among these were a secretary at a local 
high school who was married to an Anglo but whose ideas concern
ing the family seemed to be very conservatively Mexlcan-American 
and an older woman who has several children, no husband, and 
whose mother and grandmother exert great influence over her 
actions and decisions.

All informants who are mentioned in the text are fic
titiously named or are designated by an arbitrary family letter.

Family "A" (designated in text as Ramirez): I interviewed the 
mother, two unmarried daughters, the son, and a married daughter 
and her husband. The father filled out a questionnaire. The 
family moved to the United States when the girls were quite 
young; the son was born in this country. The mother was opposed
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to the move but it vjas made so that the father could obtain 
work in the mines of Arizona. The mother, who was a school
teacher in Mexico, now says the move was a good thing because 
her children can obtain good educations. The married daughter 
had two years of college before marriage, her husband attends 
night school. One daughter has graduated from the University of 
Arizona. The youngest daughter and son are now attending college. 
This youngest daughter spent a summer with a family in Switzer
land under the American Field Service program. The family lives 
in a modest home located very close to Pueblo High School. They 
are Protestant; most of the family regularly attends a Spanish- 
speaking church.

Family "B": I interviewed a young married couple who live alone, 
with their small son, in a brick house which the husband, with 
the help of his father* built. The couple point to the small 
but adequate home as an example of the need of young adults 
for the guidance and help of their parents. The wife's mother, 
a widow, sometimes comes to visit with them, staying overnight. 
When I first talked to the couple they planned to build a small 
addition to their home, a bedroom and bath, so the mother could 
come and live permanently with them. Later they decided this 
would not be a good idea. The wife's mother was born in the 
United States; the husband's family moved to the United States 
from Sonora when he was 10 years old. Both husband and wife 
are high school graduates; the wife is contemplating returning
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to work as a clerical worker so that her husband can go to 
college. They are not teaching their young son to speak 
Spanish. This shocks some of their friends.

Family "C": Information concerning this group comes from an 
unmarried daughter, a married daughter and her husband, the 
teen-age daughter, and the older father who is a printer. The 
unmarried daughter, a woman in her thirties, lives with her 
father. The father is from Guanajuato. He and his wife, now 
dead, migrated from Mexico when the children were very young. 
According to the unmarried daughter, with whom I talked most 
extensively, her parents were well educated by Mexican standards. 
Her mother enjoyed a great deal of autonomy and freedom. The 
young woman is surprised by the lack of this for the mothers 
of her friends. Maria (so designated in text) is a high school 
graduate and has a white collar job. Her sister is a registered 
nurse. The husband is a barber and the daughter works as a 
page in the Tucson Public Library system.

Family "D": I interviewed and obtained questionnaires from a 
young married couple who live in an Anglo part of town. I 
also obtained information from her father, who lives in a 
Hexican-American section of Tucson. The homes of both are 
very nice, and well-furnished. The young woman, a high school 
graduate who says she now regrets not having gone to college, 
is painting a mural on her living room and has meticulously 
carved intricate designs on her front door. She says she



wishes she could have been an interior designer. Her husband 
works in a managerial position for a lumber company. The 
father was, before retirement, a self-employed salesman. He 
finished only the third grade and is very embarrassed by this 
fact. The father is originally from Sonora. The daughter is 
designated in the text as Mrs. Garcia.

Family "E”: This family consists of the husband*s parents, the 
husband and his wife, their teen-age adopted daughter, and a 
new baby girl. I talked with and obtained questionnaires from 
all of these people except the grandfather and baby. The family 
lives in a house of "Spanish" design in a newly developed Anglo 
area of town. The house is considered to be the joint property 
of the younger couple and his parents; bills are divided evenly 
between the two and the two women divide the housework. All 
members of the family, with the possible exception of the grand
father, were born in the United States. The grandfather works 
as a dispatcher for the bus line in the Mexlcan-American section 
of Tucson. The father, who has had two years of college, works 
for the city of Tucson. The grandmother once worked as a sales
lady in a dress shop in Tucson. The mother worked, until she 
became pregnant, as a secretary at a Tucson high school. She 
would like to work again but says she can not until the baby is 
old enough to go to school or until suitable help can be found. 
The mother would not consider leaving the baby with her mother- 
in-law on a regular basis. She said that the older woman has
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reared her family and worked hard in life; she now deserves 
rest and consideration. The teen-age daughter is treated very 
strictly. At the time of the interviews she was 16 and still 
considered too young to date. When permission to date is 
given, her mother assured me that the girl will have to double 
date or have a chaperon.

Family "F": Host of my information on this family comes from a 
widowed daughter who lives with her daughter and her unmarried 
sister. I also have a questionnaire from the two sisters* 
mother and father. The two sisters live in a small but ade
quate house in a Mexican-American section of town and share 
expenses. Both are high school graduates and have white collar 
jobs, working for the city of Tucson. Their parents came from 
Sonora when the older girl was very young. The older unmarried 
sister spoke no English when she began school. The parents are 
very poorly educated and the father works for the railroad as a 
laborer. His daughter says that he has trained many men who 
later moved up to better-paying jobs. He himself can never 
advance because he knows almost no English. The mother is very 
conservatively Hexican-American and seldom leaves her home, 
even for shopping. The widowed daughter, separated from her 
husband and accepting no support from him, says that had she 
known she would have to support herself and a daughter she would 
have obtained more education. But as a young girl she was 
taught to believe that the life of a proper Mexlcan-Amerlcan



woman, was lived in the family. The ability to earn a living 
outside the home was not needed for the married woman.

Family "G" (designated in text as Gonzales): I interviewed a 
middle-aged woman who is a teacher in Tucson and her sister, 
a secretary, and the sister's husband who works in the Tucson 
water department. I also have questionnaires from the sister's 
twin daughters. The middle-aged sisters have one ancestor from 
Sonora; others are from Spain. The husband's father is from 
Sonora. The husband graduated from high school when he was 
in his early twenties. The unmarried sister, of course, gradu
ated from college. She said that her elder brother strongly 
disapproved when her father gave his permission for her to 

. attend college. Both "Miss Gonzales" and her married sister 
live in very pleasant homes in an area close to the University 
of Arizona.

Family "H": The family group consists of a widowed mother, a 
married daughter and her husband and two small children who at 
the time of the interviews were planning to move to a separate 
home, a daughter who was a senior in high school, and three 
younger brothers. I talked most extensively with the mother 
and unmarried daughter. I also have some information from an 
elder sister of the mother. The mother, born in Baja California 
but reared in Sonora, had only a sketchy education. She thinks 
education very important, however, and is planning to get a 
college education for any of her children who want it. She
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would also like to go back to school. The woman supports her 
family by supplementing her Social Security pension with sew
ing. She is very proud of her sewing ability and showed me 
several dresses she had made for customers. The mother also 
is very active in community projects such as cooking Mexican- 
style foods for fund-raising dinners for the PTA. The family 
lives in a modest home which they own in South Tucson. The 
high school daughter, who wants to be a nurse, was then apply
ing for several scholarships. She said she would rather go to 
parties and recreational events when her mother can go also. 
The girl is considering living with her mother and caring for 
her always. The mother does not like this idea, saying that 
every woman should be married.

Family "I" (designated in text as Hernandez and Lopez): A
married daughter of this family and her husband and small 
children live, in a modest home which is only slightly larger 
and more pretentious than the home of the woman's mother. I 
interviewed the younger woman, her husband, and her mother.
The mother, who lived in Mexico until her daughter was about 
10, still considers herself Mexican and hopes to return there 
to live some day. Her first husband, the father of the three 
children, is dead and she is married to a Filipino who works 
for the city of Tucson. She runs a refreshment stand. The 
daughter attended the University of Arizona before working in 
a bank translating Spanish correspondence. She is married to 
a barber.
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Family "J": This extended family group consisted of married 
sisters who lived with their own individual families. The 
mother died during the period in which the interviews took 
place. I talked with two of the sisters, more extensively 
with one of them. Their houses were new and of the "tract” 
variety. Each sister had come to Tucson from Sonora as an 
adult. The older sister had come to Tucson as a bride with 
her husband. The younger sister with whom I spoke came to 
Tucson to live with her sister and then met her husband.
The other two sisters also moved to Tucson with their husbands. 
Apparently none of them finished high school. The husband of 
the younger sister with whom I talked extensively is a janitor 
at a Tucson high school.
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