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More often than not, the brooms migrants
imagined using to sweep up dollars turn into
the brooms that they toil with in the rest
rooms of restaurants or kitchens of the mid-
dle class, Reality swiftly eclipses their visions.
Even those who had been well-informed by
their relatives about life in the United States
still did not anticipate how they would have
to realign both their expectations and their
strategies after arrival. During their early days
and months, migrants’ eyes are opened. They
learn that the rules of life are different in the
United States from what they were at home.
As innocents and greenhorns, they often
learn these lessons through victimization.
But once having paid their dues, they also
learn to play the new games to their advan-
tage. Among the lessons migrants learn in the
days following their arrival, three play erucial
roles in realigning expectations with reality:
{1} learning how difficult it is to produce and
safeguard surplus income, (2) understanding
that the drive to produce a surplus com-
modifies most relationships,and (3) realizing
that opportunities for producing that surplus
lie primarily within one’s community and not
outside it. To tap these opportunities, mi-
grants must recognize and utilize their com-

munity’s resources for their own benefit. Intra-
community strategies become the immigrant’s
primary avenue to sociceconomic mobility
because they are largely excluded from main-
stream America, its economy and opportuni-
ties. They live segregated from the main-
stream by structural forces beyond their
control, forces that limit their opportunities
for success. Most stagnate within this re-
stricted sphere but some advance, learning to
exploit resources found mainly within their
immigrant communities.

From Subsistence to Surplus

The majority of my interviewees arrived in

the United States mired in debt from their
trips but with great expectations of returning
home in a few years with a nest egg—several
thousand dollars—in their packets. Yet nearly
everyone told me that within days of arrival
they wished they had never come and wanted
to go home. Most felt like Don Jos¢, who was
ready to leave the United States after only a
month. Their debts, their pride, and the bur-
den of providing for their families keep them
from turning back. In their first months, they
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swallow their disillusionment and despair be-
cause they face the daunting task ahead of
finding ways to meet their obligations. In or-
der to understand these people’s despair, one
must comprehend the magnitude and com-
plexity of immigrants’ financial obligations
relative to their capacity to generate income.
Second, it is critical to recognize that the im-
migrants underestimated the difficulty of
meeting their obligations owing to a simple
miscalculation and to the fact that most would
not listen to seasoned immigrants who sent
home bleak information about prospects in
the United States. The miscalculation In-
volves estimating earnings in U.S. dollars but
failing to account for the costs of living in the
United States.

The first task immigrants face following
arrival is to find employment and to work as
long and as hard as they possibly can. Work
becomes life’s fulcrum in the United States,
qualitatively different from its function in
migrant’s home countries. Gilberto had
known long days as a peasant in El Salvador,
but he found that work there was much dif-
ferent from work in the United States. “There
you're not obligated to work,” he said. “You
work out of carifio [love|. Sometimes you
work hard but you work with more cariiio
because it’s your own. Yes, I mean you work
with more voluntad [willingness]. Because
you work for yourself, you are happy with the
work you're going to do. But here, no.” “Why
do you work here?” 1 asked him, and he re-
sponded, “Because if you dom’t work you
won't have a place to stay, even though you
don't live comfortably anyway. Sometimes
you don't even earn enough to pay the rent.”

When Gilberto says he feels "obligated” to
work in the United States whereas at home he
willingly went off to work, he articulates the
dilemma facing all of my informants.
Though they earn salaries that classify them
among the working poor (typically four to
seven dollars per hour), their incomes must
stretch much further than mere survival.
They are obligated to produce a surplus from
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their meager salaries in order to (1) repay
their travel loans, INS bonds, and any other
debts they incur as they start their lives in the
United States, (2) remit monies homeward to
sustain their families left behind and finance
investiments there, and (3) save a nest egg to
return home with. Additionally, immigrants
hope to have some savings on hand in case of
an emergency or the loss of their job. Undoc-
umented immigrants qualify for no govern-
ment public cash assistance, and in only a few
states do they even qualify for Medicaid to
pay for emergency medical treatment. They
have little if any institutional safety net (the
church, soup kitchens, and a few other chari-
ties are the only sources of aid | have found)
to fall back upon if they cannot meet their
own needs, let alone meet the needs of their
dependents and creditors.

It is difficult to convey how pressures build
on immigrants, driving them to assume the
nonstop work lives that they are famous for.
Candido's early experiences are illustrative.
He crossed the Mexican-U.S. border in the
back of a pickup truck that was detected by
immigration officials who gave chase. The
driver stopped the vehicle and ordered his
human cargo to jump out; there was scream-
ing and shooting as people ran for their lives
into the surrounding desert. As the migrants
ran, the INS officers shouted at them to stop
or they would be shot, but Candido kept run-
ning. “Me, I didn’t even turn around to look
at him,” he said. “1 said to myself, ‘1 owe all
this money and how am [ ever going to pay it
off if they deport me, if they catch me?’ 5o, 1
ran by mysell into an area covered with vege-
tation and [ escaped. But the rest were cap-
tured and put in the corraldn.”

Even when the pressures to repay their
travel debt become less acute, their void is
filled by responsibilities to families at home.
When Tina was languishing in the detention
center, for instance, she was beset by guilt for
not being able to send money back to her
family. Her sister was caring for Tina’s young
son and would send her letters begging for




help: “Things are worse now than when you
left. Just to buy milk is so expensive. If you
don’t send me money how will I be able to
buy a tin of milk” Her sister thought that she
was working; Tina had not had the heart to
tell her the bad news that she had fallen into
the hands of the INS. But she had no job and
no income except a few dollars that she re-
ceived from [riends who had been released.
She would send off five or ten dollars to her
sister, who responded by writing, “Little sis-
ter. | am thankful for what you send me."” And
this partial fulfillment of her obligations
eased Tina's anguish.

“You Spend What You Earn”

Immigrants communicated their pressures
primarily through their actions, through
their workaholic lives, not through words.
The workaholism isa product of their need to
generate more wealth than that required for
their own sustenance. It is also the product of
U.S. economic realities—the realities of a
postindustrial economy that produces more
minimally paid than well-paid jobs. As such,
people face the task of stretching their meager
salaries past self-sustenance—which many
native workers cannot achieve at these wage
levels—and achieving a surplus to cover
debits and family obligations. For many this
alone is not disillusioning, since they faced
dire economic challenges in their homelands,
albeit just to sustain their families. What
causes them to despair so immediately upon
arrival is the jolt they receive in realizing that
“lo quie se gana se gasta” (you earn [in dollars]
and you spend [in dollars]).

Virtually none of my informants, however
highly educated, avoided misestimating to
some degree the facility of generating surplus
income. The miscalculation works this way:
A would-be migrant hears he can earn five
dollars per hour in the United States. He then
translates this five-dollar-an-hour salary into
its worth back home where a worker earns

five dollars a day. He also subconsciously esti-
mates that his cost of living in the United
States will be similar to that at home. Relying
on these calculations, a migrant can reason-
ably assume that he will achieve his goal of a
nest egg in a few years. Alfredo’s experience
illustrates this type of planning, characteris-
tic of what migration scholars label “target
earners.”

Alfredo, a schoolteacher with a university
education in Peru, heard through his friends
Berta and Manuel that he could earn $6 per
hour on Long Island. “When they told me,
"We're earning $6 per hour. Imagine. Here we
generally work twelve hours, fourteen hours,
and $6 per hour. ‘Six dollars per hour,' I
would say, ‘in eight hours that’s $48, 1 will
make this in eight hours. I will make more
than $60, $70, $80 per day. I'll work seven
days a week; [ don’t care about Sunday, holi-
days, or anything like that. [ will be making at
least $400 or $500 per week. After a few
weeks, T will have $2,000 or $2,500."" This es-
timate, because it does not measure expenses
in the host country's terms, dooms the new
immigrant to disillusionment upon arrival.
Immigrants often refer to this new realiza-
tion with the saying "You spend what you
earn.” Migrants from urban, educated back-
grounds like Alfredo’s are deceived roughly as
often as peasants. [ found that peasants were
quite savvy about avoiding migration to cit-
ies in their home countries because they un-
derstood that this would make them com-
pletely dependent on a wage economy with
little hope of betterment and with no subsis-
tence agriculture to fall back on. However,
they were not necessarily able to apply the
same analysis when contemplating the eco-
nomics of migrating to the United States. *1
thought that housing was going to be cheaper
and that finding work wasn't going to be so
hard,” Jesus, a Salvadoran peasant and a key
informant, told me when lasked him what he
had expected. "But no, here it's papers, per-
mits, and so on. And you find a little bit of
work in landscaping but it's only for six
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months and you have to save up some money
to wait until the summer comes [so you can
work again].” He too miscalculated the eco-
nomics and found himself shocked and dis-
mayed by the reality,

The exigencies of earning dollars descend
swiftly on newly arrived migrants as they
learn the true cost of living in the United
States. The stress increases as they also learn
that their income must stretch further than
subsistence and cover expenses that they did
not incur in their homelands and often did
not anticipate incurring. Suddenly, as
Tina—the spunky woman from Nicara-
gua—explained to me, you realize that “here
you earn in dollars and you buy things in dol-
lars. You have to spend a lot here. Rent is a se-
rious matter here, . . . You can’t be without
work, Not anyone will tell you to take what
you need for yourself; it's easier to find some-
one who won't tell you that. If you don't work
you don't eat. If you're sick or not sick you al-
ways have to work, If you get sick it’s really
hard. It's expensive to have a child here. It's
fifty dollars for a [medical| visit, the least
would be forty dollars. And if work is slow or
if you don't earn enough then vou have to
find a way to survive, Just for my daughter’s
care | have to take fifty dollars out of my
pocket. Rent is fixed and you have to buy
food. When [ look around there's always
something I need.” Tina finds rent payments
most irksome because she never paid rent in
Nicaragua and she never imagined it would
consume a third or more of her income.

When migrants learn that “you spend
what you earn,” they must face the task of
reestimating the time they will need to stay to
meet their obligations and, perhaps, their
goals. Already feeling dehumanized after
their journeys, many migrants are driven to
new depths of despair by this realization. Like
Don José, they feel deceived and depressed,
desirous of returning home. But they cannot
return because this would be humiliating
(they would be seen as failures at home) and,
more important, because they are heavily in

debt. It is the fear of humiliation, the burden
of their travel debt, and their responsibility to
family left behind that figure most promi-
nently among the conditions driving them to
stay. Once they make it through the first criti-
cal months of adjustments, they are likely to
become permanent, albeit undocumented
and unintentional, settlers.

“People Change Here”

When I asked individuals about their first im-
pressions of how their lives in the United
States differed from their lives at home, 1 fre-
quently received the response “People change
here. They don’t act like people do in my
country. Here, they’re more competitive, ego-
tistical.” They offer several reasons for this
change, one they confront almost immedi-
ately upon arrival. Travelers arrive in the
United States exhausted, expecting to find re-
juvenation in the sight of familiar faces and a
sense of home in friends’ and relatives’ em-
braces. Frequently they encounter cold
shoulders and individualism instead. They
find that the mutuality of immigrant life is
shared deprivation more than shared pro-
visioning. When Altagracia was reunited
with her family in “Gold Coast,” she antici-
pated hungrily the warmth of her religious,
evangelical relatives. In El Salvador, they had
often requested assistance from her and now
she felt certain she could count on their gen-
erosity in return, “Now it is my turn to re-
ceive, " she told me she was thinking when she
saw them, *"Now that I need them they are
going to support me.” But this is not what
happened—just the opposite. Altagracia was
told by her relatives to leave. “‘You have to go
elsewhere because, you know, you've got to
find work, Food and housing are expensive,
they would say to me bit by bit. I got to see the
real world as it is. .. . ‘Who' I thought, ‘could
help me?' They didn't help me. Instead, | got
help from people whom I had never even
known. [ received many favors from them.
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The law of recompensation exists because al-
though those whom I helped didn't come and
help me, there were other people who had
such faith in me—so much faith that I was
very happy. But this made me think: Why
would these people feel so sure of me if they
don’t even know who Tam? . .. T realized that
these were good people and 1 had arrived at
the feeling that now there were not good peo-
ple left. But these people gave mealot. I, per-
sonally, had lost my belief in people, in all
people.”

Altagracia’s experience illustrates both the
fiction and the fact of social relations. Much
to her surprise, her relatives did not fulfill her
expectations for proper treatment of guests
or for kinship obligations to reciprocate past
favors, She is deeply disillusioned with them,
but she is heartened by other unnamed indi-
viduals who did come to her aid. Altagracia’s
story demonstrates that cooperation and
mutual assistance do occur, but they occur
outside home country norms and cannot be
assumed.

Regardless of whether they received help
in the first, impressionable stage of their lives
in the United States, many individuals recall
this epoch as formative of their bitter views
toward compatriots here. They encounter
what they term “egoism” in relatives and
neighbors that would have been unimagin-
able back home. Sister Maria and Roberto
Morin employ similar language 1o contrast
the concern and cooperation characteristic
of peasant lives in El Salvador with the social
disregard and individualism they witness in
the United States. "Here things are not like
over there,” Maria explained. “*Over there you
eat even if it's only beans with bread. Here
you don’t. Here whoever has [money] eats
and whoever doesn't, can't. You don’t know
about any groups who will help you or any-
thing. You don’t know anything. It's worse
living here, Because here everyone lives for
himself."

[ then asked her why she thinks this hap-
pens here and not in El Salvador, and she re-

sponded, “Because over there if you don't
have anything then you go next door and say,
‘Sefiora  So-and-so, don't you have some
beans you could give me so I can eat them
with tortillas?’ But here no. They tell you to go
work. This happens even within the same
family. I've seen it. They don't help each other
because they all work and have their own
money and if they give you something they
expect you to pay for it.. . . My cousin told me
one day, ‘[ Maria], we are not going to be able
to help you any more because | had better
have some [maney] left over for me. She
couldn't [help me anymore| because the ex-
penses were very high and only her husband
worked. So she told me, ‘'Find a way to make
your own life)” Roberto responded to my
question about differences between people's
behavior in El Salvador and in the United
States by voicing an ultimatum. “Here if you
don’t have work vou can't survive. You don't
have [money| to pay the rent, to eat, You
could die of hunger. Over there, no. If 1 don't
work one week it's the same. | have food to
cat. And [ don't pay to live, And even without
money | am okay but [ can’t live like that
here.”

Roberto is a diminutive man in his mid-
twenties whoworked as a peasantwith a rural
cooperative  sponsored by the Catholic
Church in the La Paz Department of El 5alva-
dor. He joined their efforts out of his own de-
sire 1o alleviate human suffering but was
forced to flee the country when his organiza-
tion was targeted as subversive by the govern-
ment, He describes this action as class repres-
sion by the elites against the peasantry; but he
has a more difficult time comprehending
how it can be that people of his own social
class have stopped supporting each other just
because they now live in the United States.

Don José has spent much time analyzing
the genesis of this apparent change of heart.
When he himself arrived in the United States,
he could not find a job and became a burden
on his brother. Though not rejected by his
brother, he felt humiliated by his new status
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since in El Salvador he had always served asa
generous father figure to his siblings, “I don't
want to be a burden on anyone,” he insisted.
“There were eleven of us children in my fam-
ily and I helped every one of them. ... [ was
like a father to [my brother] before. [ can’t tell
you all the things I have done for him; I was
just like his father. . , . But [in California]
when others were paying rent and food for
me I felt bad with each day that came and
went. I got sick two times from being without
work and thinking that they were supporting
me. That's horrible. In El Salvador I know
that because people are self-supporting—
their own house, their own things, and so
on—|then they can help each other out and
that's] magnificent! But here everything is
money; everything has to be bought. .. . I did-
n't feel well at all, at all. I felt humiliated,
apenado, So 1 said it was better for me to leave
and [ did.”

Unlike some other informants, Don José
blames immigrants’ retreat from reciproeity
on their induction into an economy where
everything must be paid for with money. He
feels that this is nota change in their tempera-
ment, buta change in their own material con-
ditions. A peasant who produced most of his
family’s needs and who enjoved few luxuries
requiring payment in hard currency, he ar-
gues, was freer Lo help out neighbors in times
of need. But monetary demands are different
in the United States—particularly the
ever-pressing necessity of paying rent, which
averages $300 per month for Salvadorans and
5425 for South Americans, according to my
survey. People react to this reality by scaling
back on assistance to others even though they
wish to help. During a long conversation,
Don José emphatically insisted that “brother-
hood among Hispanics has always existed, in
El Salvador and in all the countries of the
world . .. brotherhood exists, The problem is
that [Gold Coast], because it is a city of mil-
lionaires, has extremely high rent. So, of
course, Hispanics see themselves as obligated

not to offer shelter or housing free to anyone
who has just arrived and who is unemployed
and can’t pay rent. | The leaseholder] wants to
get people who can pay, who can help pay the
rent. So perhaps they deny help to their His-
panic brothers but it is not because they don’t
want to, but because of circumstances be-
yond their control. They can't let people in
for free when they have to pay more than a
thousand dollars for an apartment and they
need to have four or five people there who
can help them pay the rent. If they let in peo-
ple for free, who is going to help them make
the rent? But if they have a lot of people in the
apartment, the building manager will throw
them out. So they see themselves obliged,
perhaps bothering their conscience, not to
help their brothers out. But it is not they are
not willing; no, we have the desire because we
have the tradition of serving others, | have
helped alot of people ... in whatever country
I'm in I want to help others. But sometimes
you can't, you want to but you can't and
sometimes someone who can doesn’t want
to. But we Hispanics, we're like this: we al-
ways help each other. But here, there aren’t
circumstances lor doing it. The conditions
put us in a position that we can't help others.
If you don’t have a fixed income—for in-
stance, all the landscapers, all the construc-
tion workers who work seasonally don't have
work in the winter. They are only able to
make it through the winter because of the lit-
tle savings they have from the working sea-
son. Butif they start to donate their money to
help others, they will have no way to feed
themselves. For this reason they have to turn
a cold shoulder to their Salvadoran or other
Hispanic brothers. Many times they don't
colaborate, but it is because of this—they
can't help because their circumstances don't
allow them.”

Don José argues here that reciprocal rela-
tions often cannot be sustained given peo-
ple’s pressures to make ends meet. But he
bases his argument on the transition mi-
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grants undergo from highly self-sufficient
peasants to dependent wage earners. Does his
reasoning work as well for migrants of urban
backgrounds? Informants who had lived in
metropolitan areas expressed dismay at how
peaple “change” in the United States too, but
they couched their complaints in terms of
“competition” and “jealousy,” not in the lan-
guage Don José employs. Juanita's discussion
of her uncle’s behavior offers a sample. “Here
it’s competitive, completely competitive,” she
insisted. "1 swear. .. . It's like people are happy
when you have problems. I note all of this. I
don't know if I'm the only one. I'm going to
tell vou one story from my own family. 1
bought myselfa small car.1 bought it for $350
and I walked to where it was. But | didn’t have
any papers and since I didn’t have papers |
called my uncle who has papers and insur-
ance. I asked him to help me, I said, ‘Uncle, [
bought myself a car’ 1 called him by phone.
'Oh, good,’ he said. ‘Now you are going to
have to find someone who can get insurance
for you.! He didn’t want to come and help me.
Sasince I didn't have any way to insure the car
I had to give it back.”

The universality of my informants’ dissat-
isfaction with their compatriots’ demeanor
in the United States leads me to conclude, in
contrast to Don José, that class background,
and even the commodification of social rela-
tions resulting from these individuals’ greater
incorporation into modernity, are insuffi-
cient to explain the suspension of home
country social rulesamong them. Both urban
and peasant immigrants were innocent of
neither the globalization of capitalism nor
their dependency on wage income. To a
greater or lesser extent, they had been inte-
grated into the world system prior to migra-
tion and this had not completely under-
mined so-called precapitalist social relations
based on kinship and mutual trust. Rather,
the critical difference to their experience in
the United States that so radically affects the
quality of their relationships is their mandate

to produce a surplus above and beyond that
needed to provide for their own needs. It is
their transnational obligations that strain
their alacrity to engage in mutual assistance
with compatriots as they did at home. As I
have illustrated above, newly arrived immi-
grants are burdened with debt and remit-
tance responsibilities which require that they
generate more income than that required to
meet their own needs. As [ shall document
later on, they frequently must wring this sur-
plus out of their own deprivation, forgoing
everything but an ascetic existence. The fact
that most immigrants retain ties to family
and friends in their homelands signifies that
they are beholden to social networks in two
very different countries. Whereas in their
premigratory lives, their social networks
comprised local and regional ties, now they
are stretched to fulfill transnational obliga-
tions as well, creating two competing sets of
relationships.

Jestis’s predicament illustrates this span.
About two vears after he arrived, Jesis re-
ceived a letter from his compadre, René
Maldonaldo, asking him to finance his own
journey. Jesus borrowed money from several
friends to send to René. He began the process
of repaying the loans while he was working
the busy summer season as a landscaper. In
September, Jests's wife called. It was an emer-
gency; his daughter had fallen from a tree and
hit her head. She urgently needed medical
treatment and there was no money. Could he
send some immediately? Jestis was able to as-
semble the funds only by suspending pay-
ment on his debts and hurriedly borrowing
more money from other friends. When the
end of the landscaping season came, Jesus
still owed money to many of his creditors.
They became irritated with him because, also
unemployed, they needed the money for
daily expenses. With no income of his own
{undocumented workers do not qualify for
unemployment insurance), Jesus could not
repay them and his friendships soured as a
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consequence. The next time he needed to
borrow money he encountered few sympa-
thetic ears.

Because immigrants are asked to provide
mutual assistance to disparate groups of peo-
ple in different countries, they may not en-
gage in reciprocal relations in the same way
that they did in their homelands. More pre-
cisely, while peaple are called upon and do as-
sist one another quite frequently, they are not
always in a position to do so because of de-
mands from home. There is a trade-off; they
are simultancously pulled into and away
from relationships with fellow migrants.
Other poor communities do not experience
this divided attention; they are freer to focus
on local relationships alone. This is amply ev-
idenced within the social network literature
on poor communities in Latin America (e.g.,
Lomnitz 1977; Roberts 1973; Brown 1977), in
El Salvador (Nieves 1979), and in the United
States (e.g., Stack 1974; Horowitz 1983).
These authors illustrate how people, women
in particular, develop and maintain recipro-
cal bonds, knitting nuclear and extended
families together into networks that ex-
change many items needed for survival. Items
exchanged vary from tangible resources such
as money and physical amenities like televi-
sions and clothing to less tangible resources
such as child care, emotional support, and in-
formation about jobs. The circular exchange
of such items functions to distribute wealth
quite evenly within the cluster of participat-
ing households, Families who acquire re-
sources that they do not wish to share are os-
tracized by the others. If they choose to
withhold distribution of this extra income,
they must cut off their networks and they
may move out of the community at large. In
her research among poor, rural-to-urban mi-
grants in Mexico City, Lomnitz (1977) found
that the Latin custom of compadrazgo, or fic-
tive kinship, transcended its traditional reli-
gious use to include members of these social
networks, Normally, compadrazgo links cou-
ples through the baptism of their children. A

couple chooses another couple to be godpar-
ents to their child, and the two couples now
are linked as compadres as in the relation be-
tween Jesis and René. In Lomnitz's commu-
nity, “compadre” became a term used among
males linked by the networks and not limited
to godparent ties. Women could also choose
close friends to be “comadres.” In this man-
ner compadrazgo was adapted by the mi-
grants to their new urban environments and
the exigencies placed on individuals and so-
cial groups.

People Do Help Each Other

Compadrazgo has not been extended to
friendships and networks among my infor-
mants on Long Island. That is, I did not hear
friends using the terms “compadre” or
“comadre” in casual bantering. I was told that
where it is practiced, it has preserved its reli-
gious, baptismal function. This does not
mean, however, that mutual assistance is
nonexistent among these migrants. On the
contrary, people help each other frequently.
Cooperation does occur within households
although it does not necessarily involve in-
come sharing or continuous exchange net-
works. While informants may feel disillu-
sioned with people who do not participate,
there is little of the ostracism that Lomnitz
observed in her community (1977). Rather,
there is an understanding that those who can
participate will, and those who do not partic-
ipate either cannot or are not close associates.
For example, within all the housing arrange-
ments, cooking is almost invariably per-
formed by individuals or in small groups of
friends or kin. These same groupings buy
food together and store it in their rooms or in
designated areas of the kitchen. Many individ-
uals write their names with Magic Markers on
items stored in collective areas such as the re-
frigerator and cabinets. These are formal sep-
arations of goods. Informally, food is often
exchanged among individuals who are not
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part of the cooking group. For instance, one
group may finish cooking and sit down to eat
while the next group prepares its food. Ulti-
mately the second group may share some of
its food with the first, or the first may leave
food for the second. This tends to occur more
frequently on Sundays when there is more
time to cook and relax. Single men eat out
much of the week and cook only on Sundays,
when they will often prepare a favorite dish to
be shared by everyone. This informal food
sharing helps strengthen and solidify social
ties to nonrelatives. Some groups, however,
never share anything and are most likely to
separate. 1 have noted this most often in
households where groups of different nation-
alities coreside or where there are personality
conflicts,

Assistance among coethnics is not limited
to people from the same household. Margarita
Flores, a Salvadoran mether in her early thir-
ties, for instance, helped out a friend who was
injured on the job and could not work for
several months, The two met in the United
States at a previous job and had been friends
for some time before the accident. Margarita’s
friend later told me that she was able to make
ends meet during her recuperation only be-
cause her women friends paid her rent and
expenses. She considered their help to be a
loan, though she did not know if she could re-
pay them even when her disability lawsuit
was scttled. Margarita, who had been trained
as a schoolteacher in El Salvador, also assisted
a boarder in her apartment who is illiterate in
Spanish. She helped him write letters to his
wife and joked to me about her labors, saying,
“I guess [ had better start charging him for all
the time it takes!”

Assistance also flows among neighboring
households. When Amalia Sandoval gave
birth to a son with heart trouble, her friends
who live in the same building donated baby
clothes and brought her food. Since she could
no longer work at her hotel job, she began to
sew clothes for a living. The friends not only
ardered clothes from her but also helped to

widen her clientele. In another example, Ana
Fernindez and her common-law husband
Jorge Ayala share their telephone with the
residents of the apartment next door. Ana
and Jorge are a teenage Salvadoran couple
with two small children who share their
cramped quarters with Jorge’s brother and
uncle. But the apartment next door holds ten
single men who often drop by Ana's house to
converse, to use the phone, and so on. Coop-
eration even exists among people who deny
that it does. For instance, as we have seen,
Juanita was angry with her uncle when he
failed to help her get insurance for her car;
she held him upasan example of the compet-
itive lifestyle that so dismayed her in the
United States, Yet the same uncle had loaned
her the money to come to the United States.
He had also taught her how to put advertise-
ments in the Pennysaver (a local free paper)
to get housecleaning jobs. He made Juanita’s
transition to life in the United States quite
smooth.

While there is ample evidence of mutual
assistance among my informants, they feel
that this help does notapproach the degree of
mutual support that they enjoyed in their
home countries. There is a good reason for
this disparity: at home differences in re-
sources among interconnected households
were leveled through continual exchange
that strengthened social bonds, That is, the
price paid for long-term reciprocity and its
insurance against individual disaster was ho-
mogeneous social status. Immigrants cannot
afford this price. If they followed the rules of
balanced or generalized reciprocity as or-
dained in their home countries, their princi-
pal goal of producing a surplus would be de-
feated; the surplus they produced would have
to be redistributed throughout their kinship
networks.

As Lomnitz, Stack, and others skillfully il-
lustrate, the centripetal force generated by
exchange networks pulls people inward and
impedes their escape. Individuals who at-
tempt to extricate themselves from the net-
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work are ostracized, particularly if they try to
hold onto wealth rather than redistribute it.
Migrants undergo two forces simulta-
neously: centripetal obligations toward rela-
tions in the host country and centrifugal ob-
ligations toward those in the home country.
Since migrants share the compulsion to pro-
duce surplus income, they understand that
they are unlikely to be completely severed
from their friends in the United States if they
send home remittances instead of circulating
this wealth through their networks here. But
the price they pay is that there will nat always
be someone to help them in times of need.
Thus, shortly after arriving in the United
States, many people were disappointed by
their relatives’ behavior, The kind of hospital-
ity and common courtesy they expected was
suspended here; they saw people less as a
community to rely on than as individuals to
compete against for success in the immigrant
game. These early experiences served as a
solid introduction to the realities they would
face daily.

Capitalizing on Greenhorns

There is one more early lesson that immi-
grants learn as they revise their idealized no-
tions of life in the United States, They learn
that their “friends” are capable not only of
turning a cold shoulder to them, but also of
using them to their own advantage. Many in-
dividuals told me that they came to the
United States prepared to be exploited by
Americans and they often were, but they did
not come prepared to be taken advantage of
by their own coethnic peers. They told me
stories in which they figured as naive new-
comers who fell easy prey to older migrants
with greater expertise. Typically, this fall from
innocence occurred during a time of particu-
lar vulnerability: the pursuit of the first job.
(Li[1977] has documented this phenomenon
among Chinese in Chicago, and Grasmuck

and Pessar [1991:185] among Dominicansin
New York.) Jaime's example is a good case in
point. A baseball jacket manufacturer from
Lima, Peru, he arrived on Long [sland in 1988
to a royal welcome. His sponsor, a Peruvian
immigrant from his Lima barrio, took him in,
gave him food, and provided a room for him,
The next day, however, the tides turned. Jaime
was put to work in his sponsor’s construction
business laboring fourteen hours per day, six
days per week. For his efforts, he was paid
$250 but docked $50 each week for the
lunches that the sponsor’s wife packed for
him daily. In addition, he had to pay the spon-
sor back $200 per month in rent. Jaime re-
members these first six months bitterly: “I
had to separate me from myself. I [ hadn't I
would have cried. I had to leave behind my
personality—Ilike taking my clothes off and
putting new ones on.” Jaime says that he was
willing to work hard, but not to be exploited,
not to lose his dignity. In one short week he
descended from boss to laborer, from man to
mouse. As soon as he found another appor-
tunity, he left his sponsor and now exclaims
proudly, “Yo bailo con mi propio pafiuelo” (I'm
dancing to my own tune now). Determined
never to be so humiliated again, particularly
at the hands of a compatriot, Jaime in three
short years has found a steady, union job
working in a nursing home and serves as a
manager for an office-cleaning firm at night,
He even employs some of his own relatives
now. He recently bought a house in Gold
Coastand has sublet it to many fellow Peruvi-
ans, turning a profit by charging them more
in rent than he pays for the mortgage.
Marco, a Peruvian sociologist, found his
first job in construction. He was hired by a
fellow Peruvian who held contracts in New
York City. But after several weeks on the job,
Marco had not been paid; when he com-
plained to his boss, he was summarily dis-
missed. Roberto had a similar experience, A
Salvadoran peasant and volunteer church
worker, Roberto is in his twenties but has a

352 Mudticulturalism tn the United States



boyish face that exudes innocence. The first
job he found was painting houses and doing
odd jobs for fourteen hours per day. His boss,
a Salvadoran acquaintance of the man who
had sponsored Roberta’s emigration, refused
to pay him after two weeks. Aware that he was
being taken advantage of and feeling the
pressure to repay his debts, Roberto quit and
started a job landscaping. He has kept that
job, with no raise, ever since.

First job experiences of many informants
mirror the kind of frustration Jaime ex-
presses above. Jaime’s and Marco's anguish
was exacerbated by their drop in status from
owner and organizer to worker. Marco’s
treatment put him inside a world that he had
previously observed as an outsider. An aca-
demic and union organizer in his native Peru,
Marco only truly experienced blue-collar life
once he becamea worker in the United States.
“I just recently began to understand why it
was that workers in my country found it diffi-
cult to go to a meeting, a conference, or to
read a book,” he confessed one day, “Now,
somehow [ understand their reasons. Why?
Because when you do physical work, espe-
cially when it’s heavy, the person who is not
used to this gets tired, He's not going to be
ready to study. Being tired makes you go to
bed; it's the tiredness. You don’t feel pushed
to study, especially complex things. I feel this.
This is one of my biggest worries—that [ am
losing my willingness to study, the will to an-
alyze. Lam losing my desire to write. ... When
I am doing these jobs I feel strange. It's not
that the things are difficult, they are just
strange.  They aren't  undignified” Few
Salvadorans feel this same drop in status; most
were peasants or workers in their home coun-
try who assumed blue-collar jobs such as
landscaping and factory work in the United
States. But they too feel exploited and disillu-
sioned. What piques their resentment is their
exploitation at the hands of peers.

In the rigid class hierarchies of their home-
lands, migrants were accustomed to pa-
tron-client relationships, to being taken ad-

vantage of by people of superior class status.
Thus, when they arrive in the United States,
they accord Americans a similar class defer-
ence. When Americans exploit them, they
recognize it but do not resent it with the same
vehemence as when their compatriot equals
take advantage of them. Immigrants are an-
gered when they are exploited by gringos, but
they are embittered when their own people
exploit them. This gives them a strong resolve
to learn the ropes as quickly as possible so
that they will never be made to feel so vulner-
able and humiliated again. “The people who
come here change,” Sonia insisted. “Before
they come here they're naive, fools as we say,
but they change once they come to this coun-
try. When they come here they become big
shots, as if they were children of the wealthy
and, maybe, they're really the children of
poor folk.”

When the innocence of neophyte immi-
grants is exploited by more experienced
coethnics, the newcomers are introduced to
the opportunity structure they will face and
learn to use to their own ends. They learn that
in the land of marvels the pathways to success
are fewer than they anticipated; they learn the
hard way that one of the best avenues avail-
able is utilizing resources within their own
community to their advantage. Capitalizing
on greenhorns is, quite literally, generating
capital by paying them less than the value of
their labors. There are many forms of expro-
priating wealth from within the immigrant
community. But immigrants' critical and dis-
illusioning initiation into the dog-eat-dog
world they vividly describe occurs too early
for them to comprehend why their friends
and family behave so differently here.
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Mabhler:

1. Discuss why immigrants stay in the United
States as long as they do when their goal is to
make enough money for a nest egg and return
to their country of origin, Discuss the addi-
tional constraints that immigrants have with
their already meager salaries that they earn in
the United States.

2. Discuss the conflicting forces that impede or
generate exchange networks.
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