Faith in the child, in the next generation, helps get us ﬂlrough this life.
Without this hope in the future through the child we could not endure slavery,
torture, war, genocide, or even the ordinary, everyday grind of a “bad life.”
The child-as-myth is an empty slate upon which we carve our highest ideals.
For human beings, the child is God, utopia, and the future incarnate. The
Bergenfield suicide pact ruptured the sacred trust between the generations. It
was a negation.

After I had been to Bergenfield, people asked me: Why did they do it?
People want to know in 25 words or less. But it’s more complicated than that.
I usually just say: They had bad lives, and try to explain why these lives ended
where, when, and how they did. But I still wonder, at what point are people
pushed over the line?

On the surface the ending of the four kids’ bad lives can be explained
away by the “case history” approach. Three of the four had suicidal or self-
destructive adult role models: the suicide of Tommy Olton’s father, the drug-
related death of the Burress sisters’ father. Tommy Rizzo, along with his three
friends, had experienced the recent loss of a beloved friend, Joe Major. Before
Joe, the death of three other local “burnouts.” Then there was the chronic
drug and alcohol abuse, an acknowledged contributing factor in suicide.
Families ruptured by divorce, death, estrangement. Failure at school.

But these explanations alone would not add up to a suicide pact among
four kids. If they did, the teenage suicide rate would be much, much higher.
The personal problems experienced by the four kids were severe, painful,
but by the 1980s, they were no longer remarkable.

For a while I wondered if the excessive labeling process in Bergenfield
‘was killing off the “burnouts.” Essentially, their role, their collective identity
in their town was that of the “nigger” or “Jew.” Us and Them, the One and
the Other. And once they were constituted as “burnouts” by the town’s hege-
monic order, the kids played out their assigned role as self-styled outcasts
with irony, style, and verve.

Yes, Bergenfield was guilty of blaming the victim. But only slightly more
guilty than any other town. Labeling, blaming the victim, and conferring re-
wards on more cooperative kids was cruel, but also not remarkable in the
eighties.

As I felt from the beginning, the unusually cloying geography of Bergen-
field seemed somehow implicated in the suicide pact. The landscape ap-
peared even more circumscribed because of the “burnouts” lack of legiti-
mate space in the town: they were too old for the [roller skating] Rink, and
the Building [an abandoned warehouse taken over by the teens] was avail-
able for criminal trespass only. Outcast, socially and spatially, for years the
“burnouts” had been chased from corner to parking lot, and finally, to the
garage bays of Foster Village. They were nomads, refugees in the town of
their birth. There was no place for them. They felt unloved, unwanted, deval-
ued, disregarded, and discarded.

. But this little town, not even two miles long from north to south, was
just a dot on a much larger map. It wasn’t the whole world. Hip adults I
know, friends who grew up feeling like outcasts in their hometown, were

i i f the “DUIMOUTS. I€L EVELL LISy Visess sivas
very sympathetic to the plight o oy ‘
out one last question, sometimes contemptuously: Why didn’t they just

Jeave? As if the four kids had failed even as outcasts. My friends found this
confusing: No matter how worthless the people who make the rules say you are,
you don’t have to play their game. You can always zgulk aﬂd not look back‘, they
would argue. People who feel abject and weird in their hometown simply
ay. '
mov;;fhzt has always been a class privilege. The town}es are the poor kids,
the wounded street warriors who stay behind. And besides, escape was eas-
jer for everyone 20 years ago. American society had safety nets then that
don’t exist now—it’s just not the same anymore.

During the eighties, dead-end kids—kids with personal Rroblems and
unspectacular talents living in punitive or indifferent towns Wl‘th a sense of
futility about life—became more common. There were lo?s of kids with bad
lives. They didn’t all commit suicide. But I believe that in another decade,
Tommy Rizzo, Cheryl Burress, Tommy Olton, and Lisa Burr.ess would not
have “done it.” They might have had more choices, or ch01ces. thgt rleally
meant something to them. Teenage suicide won't go away until 1.<1ffls bgd
lives do. Until there are other ways of moving out of bad lives, suicide will

remain attractive.

ENDNOTE
i i i d on Long Island,
1 As T promised the kids I met hanging out on the streets of Bergen CouI,}ty and on
f}ilol:;mes, no pictures.” Names such as “Joe,” “Eddie,” and “Doreen” are fictitious, changed

to protect their privacy.
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Cl.u'canas. In particular, she describes her research process, which involved
reinterpreting her own and others’ domestic service experiences within the
larger work history of Mexican Americans and the devaluation of house-
woFk. Thus, this selection is from the introduction to Romero’s 1992 bbok
Maid in the U.S.A., a study of domestic work and the social interactions,
between domestics and their employers.

When I'was growing up many of the women whom I knew worked

cleaning other people’s houses. Domestic service was part of my

taken-for-granted reality. Later, when I had my own place, I con-
sidered housework something you did before company came over. I\’/Iy first
thought that domestic service and housework might be a serious res;earch in-
terest came as a result of a chance encounter with live-in domestics along the
U.S.-Mexican border. Before beginning a teaching position at the University
of Texas at El Paso, I stayed with a colleague while apartment hunting. M
collgague had a live-in domestic to assist with housecleaning and cofl;m 4
Asking around, I learned that live-in maids were common in El Paso eve%;
among apartment and condominium dwellers. The hiring of maids, from
Mexico was so common that locals referred to Monday as the border patrol’s
day off because the agents ignored the women crossing the border to return
to their employers’ homes after their weekend off. The practice of hiring un-
documented Mexican women as domestics, many of whom were no glder
21}:;11915’[" seemgd strange to me. It was this strangeness that raised the topic of

stic service as a question a i i

pomestic serv! granted? nd made problematic what had previously

I must admit that I was shocked at my colleague’s treatment of the

16-Yea}‘-old domestic whom I will call Juanita. Only recently hired, Juanita
was s_t111 adjusting to her new environment. She was extremely shy,and her
timidity was made even worse by constant flirting from her employ,er. As far
as I could see, every attempt Juanita made to converse was met with teasin
so that the conversation could never evolve into a serious discussion. He%
employer’s sexist, paternalistic banter effectively silenced the domestic kept
her constantly on guard, and made it impossible for her to feel comfo;‘table
at work. For instance, when she informed the employer of a leaky faucet, he
shot her a look of disdain, making it clear that she was overstepping Iher
bour}daries. I observed other encounters that clearly served to remind
Juanita of her subservient place in her employer’s home.

Although Juanita was of the same age as my colleague’s oldest daughter
and but a few years older than his two sons, she was treated differently from
the c.>theF teenagers in the house. She was expected to share her bedroom with
the ironing board, sewing machine, and other spare-room types of objects.!
More importantly, she was assumed to have different wants and needs. Iwié-
nessed the following revealing exchange. Juanita was poor. She had not
brought toiletries with her from Mexico. Since she had not yet been paid, she
had to depend on her employer for necessities. Yet instead of offering, her
a small advance in her pay so she could purchase the items herself and

giving her a ride to the nearby SUPETINATKET LU SEIELL LIEL VWAL WLELLIES, v
employer handled Juanita’s request for toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo,
soap, and the like in the following manner. In the presence of all the family
and the houseguest, he made a list of the things she needed. Much teasing
and joking accompanied the encounter. The employer shopped for her and
purchased only generic brand items, which were a far cry from the brand-name
products that filled the bathroom of his 16-year-old daughter. Juanita looked
at the toothpaste, shampoo, and soap with confusion; she may never have
seen generic products before, but she obviously knew that a distinction had
been made.

One evening I walked into the kitchen as the employer’s young sons
were shouting orders at Juanita. They pointed to the dirty dishes on the table
and pans in the sink and yelled: WASH! CLEAN!Juanita stood frozen next to
the kitchen door, angry and humiliated. Aware of possible repercussions for
Juanita if T reprimanded my colleague’s sons, I responded awkwardly by
reallocating chores to everyone present. I announced that I would wash
the dishes and the boys would clear the table. Juanita washed and dried
dishes alongside me, and together we finished cleaning the kitchen. My
colleague returned from his meeting to find us in the kitchen washing the
last pan. The look on his face was more than enough to tell me that he was
shocked to find his houseguest—and future colleague—washing dishes with
the maid. His embarrassment at my behavior confirmed my suspicion that
I had violated the normative expectations of class behavior within the home.
He attempted to break the tension with a flirtatious and sexist remark to
Juanita which served to excuse her from the kitchen and from any further
discussion.

The conversation that followed revealed how my colleague chose to in-
terpret my behavior. Inmediately after Juanita’s departure from the kitchen,
he initiated a discussion about “Chicano radicals” and the Chicano move-
ment. Although he was a foreign-born Latino, he expressed sympathy for
la causa. Recalling the one Chicano graduate student he had known to obtain
a Ph.D. in sociology, he gave several accounts of how the student’s political
behavior had disrupted the normal flow of university activity. Lowering his
voice to a confidential whisper, he confessed to understanding why Marxist
theory has become so popular among Chicano students. The tone of his com-
ments and the examples that he chose made me realize that my “outrageous”
behavior was explained, and thus excused, on the basis of my being one of
those “Chicano radicals.” He interpreted my washing dishes with his maid
as a symbolic act; that is, I was affiliated with los de abajo.

My behavior had been comfortably defined without addressing the
specific issue of maids. My colleague then further subsumed the topic under
the rubric of “the servant problem” along the border. (His reaction was
not unlike the attitude employers have displayed toward domestic service
in the United States for the last hundred years.)2 He began by providing
me with chapter and verse about how he had aided Mexican women from
Juarez by helping them cross the border and employing them in his home.
He took further credit for introducing them to the appliances found in an
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Amer'ican middle-class home. He shared several funny accounts about
tefach1ng country women from Mexico to use the vacuum cleaner, electric
mixer, and microwave (remember the maid scene in the movie El Norte?)
and implicitly blamed them for their inability to work comfortably around
modan conveniences. For this “on-the-job training” and introduction to
American culture, he complained, his generosity and goodwill had been re-
warded by a high turnover rate. As his account continued, he assured me
that most maids were simply working until they found a husband. In his
experience they worked for a few months or less and then did not return to
work on Monday morning after their first weekend off. Of course it never
dawned on him that they may simply have found a job with better workin

conditions. i

The following day, Juanita and I were alone in the house. As I mustered
up my best Spanish, we shared information about our homes and families.
After a few minutes of laughter about my simple sentence structure, Juanita
lowered her head and in a sad, quiet voice told me how isolated an;i lonely
§he felt in this middle-class suburb literally within sight of Juarez. Her feel-
Ings were not the consequence of the work or of frustrations with modern
apphances, nor did she complain about the absence of Mexican people in the
neighborhood; her isolation and loneliness were in response to the norms
and val}les surrounding domestic service. She described the situation quite
clearly in expressing puzzlement over the social interactions she had with
her employer’s family: Why didn’t her employer’s children talk to her or in-
clude her in any of their activities when she wasn't working? Her reaction
was not unlike that of Lillian Pettengill, who wrote about her two-year expe-
rience as a domestic in Philadelphia households at the turn of the century:
“I feel my isolation alone in a big house full of people.”3 ‘

. Earlier in the day, Juanita had unsuccessfully tried to initiate a conversa-
tion with the 16-year-old daughter while she cleaned her room. She was of
the same age as the daughter (who at that moment was in bed reading and
watc}}ing TV because of menstrual cramps—a luxury the maid was not able
to claim). She was rebuffed and ignored and felt that she became visible only
when an order was given. Unable to live with this social isolation, she had al-
ready made up her mind not to return after her day off in Juarez. I observed
the total impossibility of communication. The employer would never know
why she left, and Juanita would not know that she would be considered sim-
ply another ungrateful Mexican whom he had tried to help.

After I returned to Denver, 1 thought a lot about the situations of Juanita
and the other young undocumented Mexican women living in country club
areas along the border. They worked long days in the intimacy of American
middle-class homes but were starved for respect and positive social interac-
Flon. Curiously, the employers did not treat the domestics as “one of the fam-
1!y,” nor did they consider themselves employers. Hiring a domestic was
likely to be presented within the context of charity and good works; it was
considered a matter of helping “these Mexican women” rather than recog-
nized as a work issue.

Lo

An Intersection of Biography and History -

I was bothered by my encounter along the border, not simply for the ol
vious humanitarian reasons, but because I too had once worked as a dome
tic, just as my mother, sister, relatives, and neighbors had. As a teenager,
cleaned houses with my mother on weekends and vacations. My own wor,
ing experience as a domestic was limited because I had always been accor
panied by my mother or sister instead of working alone. Since I was a dz
worker, my time in the employer’s home was limited and I was able to retw
to my family and community each day. In Juanita’s situation as a live-in d
mestic, there was no distinction between the time on and off work. I wo:
dered whether domestic service had similarly affected my mother, sist
and neighbors. Had they too worked beyond the agreed-upon time? D
they have difficulty managing relationships with employers? I never worke
alone and was spared the direct negotiations with employers. Instead,
cooperated with my mother or sister in completing the housecleaning .
efficiently and quickly as possible.

I could not recall being yelled at by employers or their children, butId
remember anger, resentment, and the humiliation I had felt at kneeling
scrub other people’s toilets while they gave step-by-step cleaning instru
tions. I remember feeling uncomfortable around employers” children wl
never acknowledged my presence except to question where I had place
their belongings after I had picked them up off the floor to vacuum. After a
my experience was foreign to them; at the age of 14 I worked as a domest
while they ran off to swimming, tennis, and piano lessons. Unlike Juanita
preferred to remain invisible as I moved around the employer’s house clea
ing. Much later, I learned that the invisibility of workers in domestic servi
is a common characteristic of the occupation. Ruth Schwartz Cowan h
commented on the historical aspect of invisibility:

The history of domestic service in the United States is a vast, unresolve
puzzle, because the social role “servant” so frequently carries with it t]
unspoken adjective invisible. In diaries and letters, the “invisible” serva
becomes visible only when she departs employment (“Mary left today’
In statistical series, she appears only when she is employed full-tirr
on a live-in basis; or when she is willing to confess the nature of h
employment to a census taker, and (especially since the Second Wor
War) there have frequently been good reasons for such confessions to |
unmade.*

Although I remained invisible to most of the employers’ family mer
bers, the mothers, curiously enough, seldom let me move around the hou
invisibly, dusting the woodwork and vacuuming carpets. Instead, I was su
jected to constant supervision and condescending observations about “wh
a good little girl I was, helping my mother clean house.” After I had mov:
and cleaned behind a hide-a-bed and Lazy-boy chair, vacuumed three floc
including two sets of stairs, and carried the vacuum cleaner up and dow
stairs twice because “little Johnny” was napping when I was cleaning t
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bedrooms—I certainly didn’t feel like a “little girl helping mother.” I felt like
a domestic worker!

There were employers who attempted to draw parallels between my
adolescent experience and their teenagers’ behavior: they’d point to the
messy bedrooms and claim: Well, you're a teenager, you understand clothes,
books, papers, and records on the floor. Even at 14, I knew that being sloppy
and not picking up after yourself was a privilege. I had two brothers and
three sisters. I didn’t have my own bedroom but shared a room with my sis-
ters. Not one of us would think of leaving our panties on the floor for the
others to pick up. I didn’t bother to set such employers straight but contin-
ued to clean in silence, knowing that at the end of the day T would get cash
and confident that I would soon be old enough to work elsewhere.

Many years later, while attending graduate school, I returned to domes-
tic service as an “off-the-record” means to supplement my income. Graduate
fellowships and teaching assistantships locked me into a fixed income that
frequently was not enough to cover my expenses.’ So once again I worked
alongside my mother for seven hours as we cleaned two houses, I earned
about 50 dollars for the day. Housecleaning is strenuous work, and I returned
home exhausted from climbing up and down stairs, bending over, rubbing,
and scrubbing.

Returning to domestic service as a graduate student was awkward.
tried to reduce the status inconsistency in my life by electing to work only in
houses from which families were absent during the day. If someone ap-
peared while T worked, I ignored their presence as they did mine. Since
working arrangements had been previously negotiated by my mother, I had
limited face-to-face interactions with employers. Most of the employers knew
I'was a graduate student, and fortunately, most seemed reluctant to ask me
too many questions. Our mutual silence served as a way to deal with the sta-
tus inconsistency of a housewife with a B.A. hiring an ABD to clean her house.

I'came to El Paso with all of these experiences unquestioned in my mem-
ory. My presuppositions about domestic service were called into question
only after observing the more obviously exploitative situation in the border
town. I saw how vulnerable undocumented women employed as live-in do-
mestics are and what little recourse they have to improve their situation,
short of finding another job. Experiencing Juanita’s shame and disgust at my
colleague’s sons’ behavior brought back a flood of memories that eventually
influenced me to study the paid housework that I had once taken for granted.
I'began to wonder professionally about the Chicanas employed as domestics
that I had known throughout my own life: how vulnerable were they to ex-
ploitation, racism, and sexism? Did their day work status and U.S. citizen-
ship provide protection against degradation and humiliation? How did
Chicanas go about establishing a labor arrangement within a society that
marked them as racial and cultural inferiors? How did they deal with racial
slurs and sexist remarks within their employers’ homes? How did Chicanas
attempt to negotiate social interactions and informal labor arrangements
with employers and their families? :
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An Exploratory Study

The Research Process

Intending to compare my findings with the research on U.S. minority women
employed as domestics, I chose to limit my study to Chicanas, that is, women
of Mexican descent born and raised in the United States. Although many
women born in Mexico and living in the United States consider themselves
Chicanas, my sample did not include women born outside the United States,
My major concern in making this distinction was to avoid bringing into the
analysis immigration issues that increase the vulnerability of the women
employed as domestics. I wanted to keep conditions as constant as possible
to make comparisons with the experiences Judith Rollins, Bonnie Thornton
Dill, and Soraya Moore Coley report among African American women and
with Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s study of Japanese American women.6 In order
to duplicate similar residential and citizenship characteristics of these stud-
ies, I restricted my sample to Chicanas living in Denver whose families had
migrated from rural areas of New Mexico and Colorado. All of the women
interviewed were U.S. citizens and lived in Denver most of their adult lives.

I began the project by soliciting the cooperation of current and former
domestics from my own family. I relied on domestics to provide entree into
informal networks. These networks turned out to be particularly crucial in
gaining access to an occupation that is so much a part of the underground
economy. My mother, sister, and sister-in-law agreed to be interviewed
and to provide names of relatives, friends, and neighbors. I also identified
Chicana domestics in the community with the assistance of outreach workers
employed by local churches and social service agencies. The snowball sam-
pling was achieved by asking each interviewee to recommend other Chicana
domestics as potential interviewees.

The women were extremely cautious about offering the names of friends
and relatives. In most cases, they contacted the person first and only then
gave me the name and telephone number. This actually turned out to be
quite helpful. Potential interviewees had already heard about my study from
someone who had been interviewed. They had a general idea of the ques-
tions I was going to ask and in some cases a little background information
about who I was. However, on three occasions, I called women to ask for
an interview and was confronted with resistance and shame. The women
expressed embarrassment at being identified by their work—as a “house-
keeper” or “cleaning lady.” I responded by sharing my research interests
in the occupation and in the relationship between work and family. I also
shared my previous experience as a domestic.” One woman argued with me
for 20 minutes about conducting research on an occupation that was low
status, suggesting instead that I study Chicana lawyers or doctors, that is,
“another occupation that presents our people in a more positive light.” An-
other woman denied ever having worked as a domestic even though several
women, including her sister-in-law, had given me her name as someone
currently employed as a domestic.
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11T}}1:e StlgI;la of domgstic service was a problem during the interviews as
l'vlve .lfrom the outset, it was very important for each woman to establish
erselt as someone more than a private household worker. Conducting non-
:trv;:c{’fug;e‘dl,1 freeiﬂowipg, apd open-ended interviews allé)we& the wgomen
rgle:.a ish multiple identities, particularly diffuse family and community
. The mtgryiews were conducted in the women’s homes, usually while sit-
ting in the living room or at the dining room table with the ’radio OI}" television
on in the background. Although family members peeked in, for the most part
there were few interruptions other than an occasional tele,phone call Ffo
fime to time, the women called to their husbands in the other room ‘to aer
the name of a street where they had once lived or the year the oldest son
had been born in order to figure out when they had left and returned to
work. The average interview lasted two hours, but I often stayed to visit and
chgt ‘lc.mg after the interview was over. They told me abOl).llt their church
activities apd plans to remodel the house and asked me for m 0 iniorller
current Chicano politics. Some spread out blankets, tableclothg] azr:d ill e
covers to exhibit their needlework. They showed me pictures éf theiI; cl?i‘lAj
dren and grandchildren, giving me a walking tour of living rooms and bed-
?oom.s.where wedding and high school portraits hung. As each o
identified, I learned more about their lives, e e
. I conducted 25 open-ended interviews with Chicanas living and work-
ing 11.1.the greater Denver metropolitan area. The most visible Chicano com-
g\umnes in Denvgr are in the low-income neighborhood located in the
owntown area or in one of two working-class neighborhoods in the north-
ern and western areas of the city. I interviewed women from each of these
:i(;rlill:;umtle}sl. I 'alsked thgm to di§cuss their overall work histories, with par-
e emphasis on thglr experlences as domestics. I probed for detailed
. f(]?;r.n'atlon on domespc work, including strategies for finding employers
irfg ! ;trt(()irlltsl :f appropriate gnd inappropriate tasks, the negotiation of work:
o domesﬁcns, ways of doing housgwork efficiently, and the pros and cons
relatnest service. The accounts included descriptions of the domestics’
ationships with white middle-class mistresses and revealed Chi !
attitudes toward their employers’ lifestyles. e
Mexﬁlcl) gi ie :}r:terwewees’ families of orientation were from northern New
sl o ISJ ern folorado, where many of them had lived and worked on
parente oth'e r:r;lse ;;)o 3;11; vgr;)ir;en hag a:aivei in Denver as children with their
lings and cousins in Denver ’ZS‘E)Z?rioss l S;ﬁefarls \;avs et reecti ool
gratior}s to northern Colorado to pick sugar beetsomligrr‘?:itgii aI:rlrlll\al ent
:i(egﬁc}ei’:gr;:o Dencxlfer. In some cases, the women’s eIr)1tire families l:c>>f ori:rrlle’clf;llf
i igrated to Denver; in othe.rs, parents and siblings had either re-
aine .ehmd or migrated to other cities. Many older women had migrated
V\{lth their husbands after World War I1, and several younger womenginte
v1ev§/ed had arrived at the same time, as children. Women who had migrateg
as single adults typically had done so in the last 10 or 15 years. Now the
were married and permanently living in Denver. i 4
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Historical Background

After the Mexican-American War, Mexicans were given the option to main-
tain their Mexican citizenship and leave the country or become U.S. citizens.
Many reluctantly chose the latter in order to keep their homes. Although the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was supposed to guarantee land grant pro-
visions to those who chose to remain in occupied territory, legal and illegal
maneuvers were used to eliminate communal usage of land and natural re-
sources. Between 1854 and 1930, an estimated 2,000,000 acres of private land
and 1,700,000 acres of communal land were lost.® In the arid Southwest,
small plots were insufficient to continue a subsistence-based farming eco-
nomy, thus the members of the Hispano community were transformed
from landowners to wage laborers. Enclosure of the common lands forced
Mexicans from their former economic roles, “freed” Mexicans for wage labor,
and established a racially stratified labor force in the Southwest.

As early as 1900, the Hispano farming and ranching communities of
northern New Mexico and southern Colorado began to lose their popula-
tion. A combination of push-pull factors conspired to force rural Hispanos
off the land and attracted them to urban areas like Denver. Rural northern
New Mexico and southern Colorado experienced drastic depopulation as
adults left to find jobs. During the Depression, studies conducted in coop-
eration with the Works Progress Administration (WPA) noted the desperate
situation:

The Tewa Basin Study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture showed

that in 11 Spanish-American villages containing 1,202 families, an aver-

age of 1,110 men went out of the villages to work for some part of each
year prior to 1930. In 1934, only 157 men out of 1,202 families had found

outside work.’

Migration in search of jobs became a way of life for many families. New
Mexicans and southern Coloradans joined the migratory farm labor stream
from Texas, California, and Mexico. World War II further depopulated the
rural villages as people flocked to the cities in response to job openings in de-
fense plants and related industries. Postwar migration from New Mexico
was estimated to be one-fifth of the 1940 rural Chicano population.® This
pattern continued in the following decades. For instance, Thomas Malone
found that during the decade of the 1950s, only one of seven northern coun-
ties in New Mexico had not experienced a decrease in its former predomi-
nantly Spanish-speaking population.!! By 1960, 61 percent of the population
had been urbanized,!? and between 1950 and 1960, an additional 24 percent
left their rural communities.13

Perhaps because research on population movement among Chicanos has
been so overwhelmingly concerned with emigration from Mexico, this type
of internal population movement among Chicanos has not been well stud-
ied. What research is available has focused primarily on male workers and
the relationship between urbanization and acculturation.!* Chicanas have
been either ignored or treated simply as family members—mothers, daugh-
ters, or wives, accompanying male relatives in search of work—rather than
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as wage earners in their own right. Nevertheless, for many women migration
to an urban area made it necessary that they enter the labor market. Domes-
tic service became a significant occupation in the experience.

Profile of Chicana Household Workers

Only the vaguest statistical data on Chicana private household workers are
available; for the most part these workers remain a doubly hidden population.
The reasons are themselves instructive. Domestic workers tend to be invisible
because paid domestic work has not been one of the occupations recorded in
social science surveys, and the U.S. Census Bureau uses a single code lumping
together all private household workers, including launderers, cooks, house-
keepers, child-care workers, cleaners, and servants. Even when statistics on
domestics can be teased out of the census and labor data bases, they are
marred by the common practice of underreporting work in the informal sec-
tor. Unlike some of the private household workers in the East, Chicana do-
mestics are not unionized and remain outside the “counted” labor force. Many
private household workers are not included in the statistics collected by the
Department of Labor. The “job” involves an informal labor arrangement
made between two people, and in many cases payment is simply a cash
transaction that is never recorded with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS).

Governmental undercounting of Chicanos and Mexican immigrants in
the United States further adds to the problem of determining the number of
Chicanas and Mexicanas employed as private household workers. For many,
domestic service is part of the underground economy, and employing un-
documented workers is reported neither to the IRS nor to the Immigration
flnd Naturalization Service (INS), thus making another source of statistical
information unreliable. Chicanos continue to be an undercounted and ob-
scure population. Problems with the categorization of domestics have been
still further complicated by changing identifiers for the Mexican American
population: Mexican, Spanish-speaking, Hispanic, Spanish-surnamed, and
the like make it impossible to segment out the Chicano population.

The 25 Chicanas whom I interviewed included welfare recipients as
well as working-class women, ranging in age from 29 to 68. Thirteen of the
25 women were between 29 and 45 years old. The remaining 12 were over
52 years old. All the women had children, and the older women also had
grandchildren. The smallest family consisted of one child, and the largest
family had seven children. The average was three children. All but one of the
Women had been married. Five of the women were single heads of house-
holdg, two of them were divorced, and the other three were single, separated,
or widowed. The married women were currently living with husbands em-
Rloyed in blue-collar positions, such as construction and factory work. At the
t}me of the interview, the women who were single heads of households were
financially supporting no more than two children.

. Educational backgrounds ranged from no schooling to completion of
high school. Six women had completed high school, and seven had no high
& :'choolfiPerience, including one who had never attep I
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remaining 12 had at least a sixth-grade education. Although the least edu-
cated were the older women, eight of the women under 42 had not completed
high school. The youngest woman with less than an eighth-grade education
was 53 years old. The 12 women over 50 averaged eight years of schooling.
Three of the high school graduates were in their early thirties, two were in
their early forties, and one was 57 years old. Although one woman preferred
to be interviewed in Spanish, all the women spoke English.

Work experience as a private household worker ranged from five
months to 30 years. Women 50 years and older had worked in the occupa-
tion from eight to 30 years, while four of the women between the ages of
33 and 39 had worked as domestics for 12 years. Half of the women had
worked for more than 10 years as private household workers. Only three
women had worked as domestics prior to marriage; each of these women
had worked in live-in situations in rural areas in Colorado. Several years
later, after marriage and children, they returned as day workers. All the other
women, however, had turned to nonresidential day work in response to a
financial crisis; in the majority of cases, it was their first job after marriage
and having children. Some of the women remained domestics throughout
their lives, but others moved in and out of domestic work. Women who re-
turned to domestic service after having other types of jobs usually did so
following a period of unemployment.

The work histories revealed that domestic service was only one of several
low-paying, low-status jobs the women had held during their lives. They had
been hired as waitresses, laundresses, janitors, farmworkers, nurse’saides, fast-
food servers, cooks, dishwashers, receptionists, school aides, cashiers, baby-
sitters, salesclerks, factory workers, and various types of line workers in poul-
try farms and car washes. Almost half of the women had worked as janitors in
hospitals and office buildings or as hotel maids. About one-fourth of the
women had held semiskilled and skilled positions such as beauticians, typists,
and medical-record clerks. Six of the women had worked only as domestics.

Paid and Unpaid Domestic Work

In describing their daily routine activities, these Chicanas drew my attention
to the interrelationship between paid and unpaid housework. As working
women, Chicana private household workers face the “double day” or
“second shift,” but in their case both days consisted of the same types of
tasks. Paid housework done for an employer was qualitatively different from
housework done for their own families.

In the interviews, Chicanas described many complexities of domestic
service. They explained how they used informal networks to find new em-
ployers for themselves and for relatives and friends. As they elaborated on
the advantages and disadvantages of particular work arrangements and
their reasons for refusing certain household tasks, I soon realized that these
women not only knew a great deal about cleaning and maintaining homes,
but they understood the influence of social relationships on household tasks.
Analysis of the extensive planning and negotiation involved in the informal
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and underground arrangements of domestic service highlighted the signi-
ficance of the social relationships surrounding housework.

Their work histories included detailed explanations of beginning,
returning to, and continuing in domestic service. In the discussions, I
began to understand the paradox of domestic service: On the one hand,
cleaning houses is degrading and embarrassing; on the other, domestic ser-
vice can be higher paying, more autonomous, and less dehumanizing than
other low-status, low-skilled occupations. Previous jobs in the beet fields,
fast-food restaurants, car washes, and turkey farms did not offer annual
raises, vacations, or sick leave. Furthermore, these jobs forced employees to
work long hours and to keep rigid time schedules, and they frequently oc-
curred outside or in an unsafe work environment. Unlike the other options
available, domestic service did have the potential for offering flexible work
schedules and autonomy. In most cases, domestic service also paid much
more. Although annual raises, vacation, and Social Security were not the
norm for most Chicanas in domestic service, there remained the possibility
that such benefits could be negotiated with employers. Furthermore, as for-

| mer farmworkers, laundresses, and line workers, the women found freedom
in domestic work from exposure to dangerous pesticides, poor ventilation,
and other health risks. This paradox foreshadowed a critical theoretical
issue, the importance of understanding the social process that constructs
omestic service as a low-status occupation.

Stigma as a perceived occupational hazard of domestic service emerged
during the initial contact and throughout most of the interviews. The stigma
attached to domestic service punctuated the interviews. I knew that many
women hid their paid household labor from the government, but I did not re-
alize that this secrecy encompassed neighbors, friends, and even extended
family members. Several women gave accounts that revealed their families’
efforts to conceal their employment as domestics. Children frequently stated
that their mothers “just did housework,” which was ambiguous enough to
define them as full-time homemakers and not necessarily as domestics.

Faced with limited job opportunities, Chicanas selected domestic service
and actively sought to make the most of the situation. In comparison with
other jobs they had held, domestic service usually paid more and offered
greater flexibility in arranging the length of the workday and workweek.
Although other jobs did not carry the stigma of servitude, workers were
under constant supervision, and the work was similarly low status. There-
fore, the women who chose domestic service over other low-paying, low-
status jobs based their selection on the occupation that offered some
possibility of control. Their challenge was to structure the work so as to reap
the I'nost benefits: pay, work hours, labor, and autonomy. Throughout the in-
tervu.ews, the women emphasized job flexibility as the major advantage of do-
mestic service over previous jobs. Nonrigid work schedules allowed time to
do their own housework and fulfill family obligations, such as caring for sick

children or attending school functions. By stressing the benefits gained by
i Mg day work, Chicanas diffused the low status in their work identities.and

MSized their family and community identities
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arranged both work and family revealed coping strategies used to deal with
the stigma, and this drew me to analyze housework as a form of labor having
both paid and unpaid manifestations.

The conventional social science separation of work and family is an ana-
lytical construct and is not found in the lived reality of Chicana domestics.
Invariably the interviewees mixed and intertwined discussions of work and
family. Moreover, the actual and practical relationships between work and
family were explicit in their descriptions of daily activities: The reasons
for seeking employment included the family’s financial situation and the de-
sire to raise its standard of living; earning extra money for the household
was viewed as an extension of these women’s roles as mothers and wives;
arranging day work involved planning work hours around the children’s
school attendance, dentist and doctor appointments, and community and
church activities; in some cases, young mothers even took their preschool-
age children with them to work. The worlds of paid and unpaid housework
were not disconnected in the lives of these women.

Attending to the importance of the relationship between paid and un-
paid domestic work led me to ponder new questions about the dynamics of
buying and selling household labor. How does housework differ when it is
paid work? How does the housewife role change when part of her work
is allocated to another woman? What is the range of employer—employee
relationships in domestic service today? And is there a difference in the type
of relationships developed by employed and unemployed women buying
household labor?

The importance of attending to both paid and unpaid housework in re-
searching domestic service became more apparent as I began presenting my
research to academic audiences. When 1 read papers on the informal labor
market or on family and community networks used to find work, some of
my colleagues responded as women who employed domestics. Frequently,
question-and-answer sessions turned into a defense of such practices as
hiring undocumented workers, not filing income taxes, or gift giving in lieu
of raises and benefits. Although I was aware that as working women, many
academics employed someone to clean their houses, I was not prepared for
scholars and feminists to respond to my scholarly work as housewives or
employers. I was also surprised to discover that many of the maternalistic
practices traditionally found in domestic service were common practices in
their homes. The recurring responses made me realize that my feminist col-
leagues had never considered their relationships with the “cleaning woman”
on the same plane as those with secretaries, waitresses, or janitors; that is,
they thought of the former more or less in terms of the mistress-maid rela-
tionship. When, through my research, I pointed out the contradiction, many
still had difficulty thinking of their homes—the haven from the cruel acade-
mic world—as someone’s workplace. Their overwhelming feelings of dis-
comfort, guilt, and resentment, which sometimes came out as hostility,
alerted me to the fact that something more was going on. . . .

Domestic service must be studied because it raises a challenge to any fem-
inist notion of “sisterhood.” A growing number of employed middle- and



L paid housework and that my mother and sister were currently employed full-im }

32  Mary Romero

upper—middle-class women escape the double-day syndrome by hiring
poor women of color to do housework and child care. David Katzman
underscored the class contradiction: ‘

Middle-class women, the employers, gained freedom from family roles
and household chores and assumed or confirmed social status by the
employment of a servant. ... The greater liberty of these middle-class
women, however, was achieved at the expense of working-class women,
who, forced to work, assumed the tasks beneath, distasteful to, or t00
demanding for the family members.15

Housework is ascribed on the basis of gender, and it is further divided along
class lines and, in most cases, by race and ethnicity. Domestic service ac-
centuates the contradiction of race and class in feminism, with privileged women
of one class using the labor of another woman to escape aspects of sexism.
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This reading, “Theoretical Perspectives in Sociology,” is the first of three to
introduce sociological theories. Theories are different explanations of social
phenomena; they provide a lens or a perspective to help us understand our
social world. Some scholars distinguish between grand theories (large the-
oretical frameworks like Marxism, feminism, etc.) and others focus on what
is called the mid-range theory or theories that addresses one particular so-
cial finding. Sociological theory both drives research and can be generated
from research, and like scholars in other disciplines, sociologists debate dif-
ferent theoretical approaches to their work. This reading succinctly
summarizes the three main theoretical perspectives: functionalism or struc-
tural functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. It also
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