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Praise for Oscar Lewis’s
THE CHILDREN OF SÁNCHEZ




“Lewis has made something brilliant and of singular significance, a work of such unique concentration and sympathy that one hardly knows how to classify it. It is all, every bit of it except for the introduction, spoken by the members of the Sánchez family. They tell their feelings, their lives, explain their nature, their actual existence with all the force and drama and seriousness of a large novel.… The result is a moving, strange tragedy, not an interview, a questionnaire or a sociological study.”

—Elizabeth Hardwick,
The New York Times Book Review




“Oscar Lewis’s books on Mexico and Puerto Rico awakened in many of us a feeling that we must do more to alleviate the world’s poverty.”

—The Christian Science Monitor




“Panoramic.… The Children of Sánchez is an amazing achievement.… So exciting, so moving, so full of human warmth and sadness.”

—The Spectator




“The exciting thing about The Children of Sánchez, the fact which makes it a new point of departure in its field, is its humanity, its quality of projecting the individual, agonizing voice of the poor as they describe their own plight. This is a real accomplishment, original and full of substance.”

—Michael Harrington, Commonweal




“[Lewis’s] masterpiece.… Uniquely, for me, his book depicts a world—the society of poverty—which creates its own survival structures and rationale. Its voices are at once warm and cynical, hoping and resigned. To read it is to be forcibly woken from the middle-class dream.”

—Colin Thubron, The Sunday Telegraph (London)




“Lewis has created a book of far greater and more lasting significance than any sociological treatise is likely to be … a work that eludes classification, for what it tragically and beautifully portrays is not fiction.… This book is a classic in the exact sense—it is a standard by which other books of the same kind may be judged, and it is a touchstone for our evaluation of literature and of life itself.”

—The Scotsman




“Rightly revered.… Most participant-observer sociologists (like Robert Coles) owe much to its perceptive author.”

—The Globe and Mail (Toronto)




“Indeed, both sociology and psychology stand to benefit from a study in which social surroundings and emotional problems are so clearly intertwined.”

—Scientific American




“Here at last is a social scientist who neither explains poverty nor sits in judgment of it.… Whether judged as literature or as sociology The Children of Sánchez is a masterpiece.”

—New Statesman




“A work of enormous influence and very great beauty.… The Children of Sánchez does not need any frame of reference; it is raw material made miraculously available to workers in a host of fields ranging from pure sociology through anthropology to psychology.”

—The Sunday Observer




“The crime of poverty is exposed in these stories with a precision and immediacy which never destroys the humanity of the individual.… We gain in the case of this book, a narrative which is continuously readable and continuously frightening.”

—The Sunday Times (London)




Oscar Lewis
THE CHILDREN OF SÁNCHEZ

Oscar Lewis was born in New York City in 1914 and grew up on a small farm in upstate New York. He received his Ph.D. in anthropology from Columbia University in 1940, and taught at Brooklyn College and Washington University before helping to found the anthropology department at the University of Illinois, where he was a professor from 1948 until his death. From his first visit to Mexico in 1943, Mexican peasants and city dwellers were among his major interests. In addition to The Children of Sánchez, his other studies of Mexican life include Life in a Mexican Village, Five Families, Pedro Martinez, and A Death in the Sánchez Family. He is also the author of La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture of Poverty—San Juan and New York, which won the National Book Award, and Living the Revolution: An Oral History of Contemporary Cuba, with his wife, Ruth Maslow Lewis, and Susan M. Rigdon. Lewis also published widely in both academic journals and popular periodicals such as Harper’s. Some of his best-known articles were collected in Anthropological Essays (1970). The recipient of many distinguished grants and fellowships, including two Guggenheims, Lewis was a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He died in 1970.
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I dedicate this book
with profound affection and gratitude
to the Sánchez family,
whose identity must remain anonymous
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Margaret Mead on
THE CHILDREN OF SÁNCHEZ

When Random House asked famed anthropologist Margaret Mead to blurb a new book by Oscar Lewis, she graciously responded with the following letters to then-Editorial Director Jason Epstein and the author himself.


February 28, 1962



Mr. Jason Epstein

Random House, Inc.

457 Madison Avenue

New York 22, N.Y.



Dear Mr. Epstein:



I am very glad to send you comment on Dr. Lewis’ Children of Sánchez. The only reason that I did not comment before was that I was in Europe when the book arrived in my office, and by the time I got back, the press was filled with such laudatory reviews that I thought any comments I might make would be redundant. I have recently had occasion to use the book in a seminar of very senior people of several disciplines which has made all the issues involved fresh in my mind.



I think Children of Sánchez is one of the outstanding contributions of anthropology—of all time. Drawing on his many years of detailed responsible participating field work in Mexico, and upon his sympathy for the Mexican people, Oscar Lewis has produced a work which uniquely combines the requirements of science and of humanism. By preserving the actual words of each informant, he preserves the authenticity of the material, and presents it in a form that gives the roundedness which is essential to all good anthropological field work. That his informants were specially gifted in the expressiveness of a people whose speech has not been very influenced by formal schooling should not be taken as an accident, for they were chosen from some hundred families that he knew. The length of the book is crucial; a shorter book might have failed to balance pity with terror, violence with little unremembered acts of kindness. His special interest in poverty and the accompaniments of poverty sharpens the relevance of this book to problems of modern urban life. Beside its vividness, its intensity, its fully felt experience, the attempts at “social realism” of the Depression years built as they were upon sympathy and dogma but lacking scientific and experiential substance, pale into insignificance. Oscar Lewis has succeeded, by his choice of his raconteurs, in achieving the type of pity for man’s estate in a harsh world which chimes beautifully with Mexican aspirations for themselves, and the aspirations of the privileged for the underprivileged wherever they may be.

Sincerely yours,
Margaret Mead
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February 28, 1962



Professor Oscar Lewis

University of Illinois

Urbana, Illinois



Dear Oscar:



I mean this, all of it. It occurs to me also how absolutely delighted Ruth Benedict would have been.

Yours,
Margaret Mead




FOREWORD

From the day it first appeared in print in 1961, The Children of Sánchez was received as a work that speaks passionately and directly to a wide audience about the great injustice of poverty. Margaret Mead called it “one of the outstanding contributions of anthropology—of all time”; Luís Buñuel said it would be the “pinnacle” of his career to make a film that was true to the book; and Fidel Castro called it “revolutionary” and “worth more than 50,000 political pamphlets.” In her New York Times review, Elizabeth Hardwick wrote that Oscar Lewis had “made something brilliant and of singular significance, a work of such unique concentration and sympathy that one hardly knows how to classify it.” Time magazine put it on its Best Books of the Decade list.1 Translated into many languages, adapted for stage and screen, it has never been out of print.

The Children of Sánchez had its beginnings in a traditional anthropological field project in 1956—a follow-up study of village migrants to Mexico City. But within months of meeting the Sánchez family while conducting a survey of their vecindad, Oscar Lewis knew he had met people with the courage and the observational and verbal skills to convey their life experiences in ways few others possessed. The Sánchez family made their initial appearance as one of the families presented in Five Families (1959), the first of three books to come out of the study of the Casa Grande and Panaderos vecindades. At the time Lewis and his wife and principal collaborator, Ruth Maslow Lewis, had been studying families and households for more than a decade and were creating a format “halfway between a novel and an anthropological report” to present their mass of field data. Five Families combined dialogue from taped interviews with household observations to portray a day in the life of each family. The intention was to follow Five Families with a full-length study of each family told in their own words.

The Children of Sánchez was the first of these, and it was also the Lewises’ first experiment using overlapping voices to tell a family’s story directly, with no commentary. Lewis called this “ethnographic realism” and even considered presenting the first-person narratives with no more than a single paragraph of introduction. But he was aware that when social science reads like literature, readers may be satisfied with the story and lose sight of the larger point. So he added an introduction with background material and elaborated on his idea of a culture of poverty, a concept first presented in Five Families.

When The Children of Sánchez was published, most readers focused on the family members and the conditions of their lives—as Lewis had hoped—and not on sociological concepts. The debate over the culture of poverty began after the publication of Michael Harrington’s 1962 bestseller The Other America, in which Harrington applied Lewis’s culture of poverty thesis, without attribution, to all poverty in the United States, something Lewis never would have done. But Harrington—a man of the Left like Lewis—saw the usefulness to his own cause of Democratic Socialism of Lewis’s overarching point that class-stratified capitalist systems create and perpetuate marginalized communities of the poor. It was through Harrington’s book and his role as an adviser to Kennedy and Johnson aides in the War on Poverty that the concept entered the policy debate. But the phrase also had a simple sound-bite utility that quickly separated it from Lewis’s all too brief explanation, which distinguished the culture of poverty from the economic condition of being poor. As an anthropologist studying culture, Lewis used the vocabulary of an anthropologist, not an economist, which made it easier to reduce an argument about the systemic causes and consequences of poverty to a secondary cultural explanation for the perpetuation of poverty in marginalized communities. Soon the elasticity of the phrase made it as useful for the Right as for the Left. The debate over the concept continues to this day.

Although the culture of poverty controversy came well after The Children of Sánchez was published, the debate over how much of the book was Lewis and how much Sánchez began with the first reviews. This stemmed from a common misconception, shared by most reviewers, that the book was based solely on tape-recorded interviews that were then edited by Lewis according to his sense of how the narrative should flow. Hardwick expressed the most extreme version of this view when she described Lewis’s role as that of “the film director who, out of images and scenes, makes a coherent drama, giving form and meaning to the flow of reality.”2 This was one reason why the book was taken by some readers to be fiction. It was also the source of criticism both from those who thought Lewis edited his informants’ words to fit a personal agenda and from those who thought he accepted their words uncritically.

By the time The Children of Sánchez was published, Lewis already had a well-deserved reputation as a prodigious field worker who specialized in community studies. In the last decade of his life, when he began publishing life histories, he always sought to present the individual within the context of the family, the family in the context of their community, the community in the context of the nation. Thus, the editing and shaping of the book were informed by a wealth of data beyond taped interviews.3 Providing context for the Sánchezes’ personal accounts were personality and psychological assessments, interviews with neighbors, spouses and children, community survey data, and of course the Lewises’ own deep knowledge of the family through years of personal contact and correspondence.4

Lewis was a renowned and sympathetic interviewer, and for the Sánchez study he did almost all of the interviews himself, which was not the case on his large projects in Tepoztlán, Puerto Rico, and Cuba. But rarely did he edit interview transcriptions or day studies. This became Ruth Lewis’s primary task (as Lewis says in his acknowledgements); the couple made decisions jointly about the final version of each story but this basic division of labor held until Oscar’s death.

The Children of Sánchez did leave some readers with the impression that anyone could turn on a tape recorder and produce a work of similar power and readability. But the tape recorder was the least of the tools necessary to produce this book. In addition to the years of research that went into producing the setting and context, and the enormously skillful editing by Ruth Lewis, one has to have interviewees as articulate as the Sánchezes with all their force of personality and panache.

The family’s vivid first-person testimony also produced some critics who thought it too frank and detailed in its description of poverty and family life. This was nowhere more true than in Mexico where conservative critics, inspired by nationalist sentiment (or by xenophobia in the view of Carlos Fuentes and other defenders of the book), were enraged by a foreigner “exposing” Mexico’s poverty, as if it were some carefully guarded national secret. In 1964, when the government-funded Fondo de Cultura Económica published the first Spanish-language edition, the Mexican Society of Geography and Statistics petitioned Mexico’s attorney general to file criminal charges against Lewis for obscenity and defamation of the Mexican people and government. Lewis was called an FBI agent, and Jesús Sánchez’s characterizations of party-dominated unions as useless and of government officials as being on the payroll of drug traffickers, were said to have been words “put in his mouth” by a foreigner.

For five months defenders and opponents of the book carried on what the London Times called “one of the stormiest public intellectual debates Mexico has known.”5 In round-table debates, television programs, newspaper and magazine articles, critics and defenders argued the book’s merits and issues of government censorship.6 One opponent of censorship asked if studying poverty had now become “subversive science.” Others wondered why, if a foreigner describing poverty in Mexico so endangered the nation, there had been no outcry a few years earlier when the Fondo published Five Families. With sales of the book suspended pending a decision from the attorney general, copies were selling on the black market for three to four times the list price. Meanwhile the Sánchezes became “Mexico’s most celebrated family” and the book a bestseller.

In April 1965, Mexico’s attorney general handed down a decision saying the chances of the book offending public morals or threatening the public order were “so remote” that to press charges would do greater harm to “freedom and the law” than allowing the book to remain in circulation.7 The decision also cleared the Fondo’s highly respected director of seventeen years, the Argentine-born Arnaldo Orfila Reynal, but even so, he was forced to resign and the Fondo relinquished its publication rights. (Recently the Fondo reacquired Spanish-language rights to The Children of Sánchez and is again publishing Lewis’s work.)

There can be little doubt that those Mexicans who tried to suppress the book were most upset by the ability and willingness of poor people to describe their lives to a foreigner and to direct anger at the government and politicians. Some simply could not accept that it was not Lewis speaking. In a 1963 interview for the Mexican journal Siempre, Lewis attributed the literary qualities of the book solely to the eloquence of the Sánchezes. “If I could have written a book like The Children of Sánchez I would never have become an anthropologist.… [But] I am an anthropologist, first, second, and third. I am only an anthropologist.”8 True, yet were it not for his ability to see the potential in the Sánchezes’ words, the tremendous effort of gathering and editing the data, and the compassionate yet uncompromising sensibility that gave this book its final form, we would never have known the Sánchezes.

Of all the subtitles the Lewises considered for the book, their final choice, “Autobiography of a Mexican Family,” was probably the most accurate. Because in the end this is a book by and about a remarkable family—its history, the personalities of its members, and the dynamic of their relationships. As you read it I hope you will see them in all their humanity and complexity while never losing sight of what Hardwick called the book’s “chief character,” the poverty that shadowed the family’s every step.

—SMR




1 Letter from Margaret Mead to Jason Epstein, February 28, 1962; letter from Luís Buñel to Oscar Lewis, February 6, 1966; Fidel Castro to Oscar Lewis in personal conversation, March 1968; Elizabeth Hardwick, “Some Chapters of Personal History,” New York Times Book Review, August 27, 1961,1; Time, December 26, 1969, 56.

2 Hardwick, “Some Chapters of Personal History.”

3 More of Consuelo’s interviews were hand-recorded than taped, and some she took down in shorthand and typed herself. In addition part of the material in her story and Manuel’s came from short essays they wrote on assigned topics.

4 The tapes, transcriptions, community survey data, and other primary material used in preparing the book were placed in the University of Illinois Library Archives more than forty years ago, where they have been used in the research of Latin Americanists, linguists, oral historians, and other scholars.

5 “Mexican Slum Story Defeats the Censorship,” London Times, May 20, 1965.

6 A summary of the legal case and of the national discussion that followed, including statements made by Carlos Fuentes and others, can be found in Mundo Nuevo, September 1966.

7 Decision of the attorney general of Mexico, Preliminary Investigation no. 331/965. The text was published as an appendix to the 3rd-5th editions of Los Hijos de Sánchez and in Mundo Nuevo, September 1966.

8 Interview with Elena Poniatowska, Siempre (Supplement), June 19, 1963. Translated from the Spanish.
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INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT A POOR FAMILY IN MEXICO CITY, Jesús Sánchez, the father, age fifty, and his four children: Manuel, age thirty-two; Roberto, twenty-nine; Consuelo, twenty-seven; and Marta, twenty-five. My purpose is to give the reader an inside view of family life and of what it means to grow up in a one-room home in a slum tenement in the heart of a great Latin American city which is undergoing a process of rapid social and economic change.

In my research in Mexico since 1943, I have attempted to develop a number of approaches to family studies. In Five Families, I tried to give the reader some glimpses of daily life in five ordinary Mexican families, on five perfectly ordinary days. In this volume I offer the reader a deeper look into the lives of one of these families by the use of a new technique whereby each member of the family tells his own life story in his own words. This approach gives us a cumulative, multifaceted, panoramic view of each individual, of the family as a whole, and of many aspects of lower-class Mexican life. The independent versions of the same incidents given by the various family members provide a built-in check upon the reliability and validity of much of the data and thereby partially offset the subjectivity inherent in a single autobiography. At the same time it reveals the discrepancies in the way events are recalled by each member of the family.

This method of multiple autobiographies also tends to reduce the element of investigator bias because the accounts are not put through the sieve of a middle-class North American mind but are given in the words of the subjects themselves. In this way, I believe I have avoided the two most common hazards in the study of the poor, namely, over-sentimentalization and brutalization. Finally, I hope that this method preserves for the reader the emotional satisfaction and understanding which the anthropologist experiences in working directly with his subjects but which is only rarely conveyed in the formal jargon of anthropological monographs.

There are very few studies in depth of the psychology of the poor in the less well-developed countries or even in our own country. The people who live at the level of poverty described in this volume, although by no means the lowest level, have not been studied intensively by psychologists or psychiatrists. Nor have the novelists given us an adequate portrayal of the inner lives of the poor in the contemporary world. The slums have produced very few great writers, and by the time they have become great writers, they generally look back over their early lives through middle-class lenses and write within traditional literary forms, so that the retrospective work lacks the immediacy of the original experience.

The tape recorder, used in taking down the life stories in this book, has made possible the beginning of a new kind of literature of social realism. With the aid of the tape recorder, unskilled, uneducated, and even illiterate persons can talk about themselves and relate their observations and experiences in an uninhibited, spontaneous, and natural manner. The stories of Manuel, Roberto, Consuelo, and Marta have a simplicity, sincerity, and directness which is characteristic of the spoken word, of oral literature in contrast to written literature. Despite their lack of formal training, these young people express themselves remarkably well, particularly Consuelo, who sometimes reaches poetic heights. Still in the midst of their unresolved problems and confusions, they have been able to convey enough of themselves to give us insight into their lives and to make us aware of their potentialities and wasted talents.

Certainly the lives of the poor are not dull. The stories in this volume reveal a world of violence and death, of suffering and deprivation, of infidelity and broken homes, of delinquency, corruption, and police brutality, and of the cruelty of the poor to the poor. These stories also reveal an intensity of feeling and human warmth, a strong sense of individuality, a capacity for gaiety, a hope for a better life, a desire for understanding and love, a readiness to share the little they possess, and the courage to carry on in the face of many unresolved problems.

The setting for these life stories is the Casa Grande vecindad, a large one-story slum tenement, in the heart of Mexico City. The Casa Grande is one of a hundred vecindades which I came to know in 1951 when I studied the urbanization of peasants who had moved to Mexico City from village Azteca. I had begun my study of Azteca many years before, in 1943. Later, with the help of the villagers, I was able to locate Aztecans in various parts of the city and found two families in the Casa Grande. After completing my study of village migrants, I broadened my research design and began to study entire vecindades, including all the residents irrespective of their place of origin.

In October, 1956, in the course of my study of the Casa Grande, I met Jesús Sánchez and his children. Jesús had been a tenant there for over twenty years and although his children had moved in and out during this time, the one-room home in the Casa Grande was a major point of stability in their lives. Lenore, their mother and the first wife of Jesús, had died in 1936, only a few years before they moved into the Casa Grande. Lenore’s elder sister, Guadalupe, age sixty, lived in the smaller Panaderos vecindad on the Street of the Bakers, only a few blocks away. Aunt Guadalupe was a mother substitute for each of the children; they visited her often and used her home as a refuge in time of need. The action of the life stories, therefore, moves back and forth between the Casa Grande and the Panaderos vecindad.

Both vecindades are near the center of the city, only a ten-minute walk from the main plaza or Zócalo with its great Cathedral and Presidential Palace. Only a half-hour away is the national shrine to the Virgin of Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico, to which pilgrims flock from all parts of the nation. Both Casa Grande and Panaderos are in the Tepito section, a poor area with a few small factories and warehouses, public baths, run-down third-class movie theatres, overcrowded schools, saloons, pulquerías (taverns where pulque, a native alcoholic drink, is sold), and many small shops. Tepito, the largest second-hand market in Mexico City, also known as the Thieves’ Market, is only a few blocks away; other large markets, La Merced and Lagunilla, which have recently been rebuilt and modernized, are within easy walking distance. This area ranks high in the incidence of homicide, drunkenness, and delinquency. It is a densely populated neighborhood; during the day and well after dark, the streets and doorways are filled with people coming and going or crowding around shop entrances. Women sell tacos or soup at little sidewalk kitchens. The streets and sidewalks are broad and paved but are without trees, grass, or gardens. Most of the people live in rows of one-room dwellings in inside courtyards shut off from view of the street by shops or vecindad walls.

The Casa Grande stands between the Street of the Barbers and the Street of the Tinsmiths. Spread out over an entire square block and housing seven hundred people, the Casa Grande is a little world of its own, enclosed by high cement walls on the north and south and by rows of shops on the other two sides. These shops—food stores, a dry cleaner, a glazier, a carpenter, a beauty parlor, together with the neighborhood market and public baths—supply the basic needs of the vecindad, so that many of the tenants seldom leave the immediate neighborhood and are almost strangers to the rest of Mexico City. This section of the city was once the home of the underworld, and even today people fear to walk in it late at night. But most of the criminal element has moved away and the majority of the residents are poor tradesmen, artisans, and workers.

Two narrow, inconspicuous entrances, each with a high gate, open during the day but locked every night at ten o’clock, lead into the vecindad on the east and west sides. Anyone coming or going after hours must ring for the janitor and pay to have the gate opened. The vecindad is also protected by its two patron saints, the Virgin of Guadalupe and the Virgin of Zapopan, whose statues stand in glass cases, one at each entrance. Offerings of flowers and candles surround the images and on their skirts are fastened small shiny medals, each a testimonial of a miracle performed for someone in the vecindad. Few residents pass the Virgins without some gesture of recognition, be it only a glance or a hurried sign of the cross.

Within the vecindad stretch four long, concrete-paved patios or courtyards, about fifteen feet wide. Opening on to the courtyards at regular intervals of about twelve feet, are 157 one-room windowless apartments, each with a barn-red door. In the daytime, besides most of the doors, stand rough wooden ladders leading to low flat roofs over the kitchen portion of each apartment. These roofs serve many uses and are crowded with lines of laundry, chicken coops, dovecotes, pots of flowers or medicinal herbs, tanks of gas for cooking, and occasional TV antenna.

In the daytime the courtyards are crowded with people and animals, dogs, turkeys, chickens, and a few pigs. Children play here because it is safer than the streets. Women queue up for water or shout to each other as they hang up clothes, and street vendors come in to sell their wares. Every morning a garbage man wheels a large can through the courtyards to collect each family’s refuse. In the afternoon, gangs of older boys often take over a courtyard to play a rough game of soccer. On Sunday nights there is usually an outdoor dance. Within the west entrance is the public bathhouse and a small garden whose few trees and patch of grass serve as a meeting place for young people and a relatively quiet spot where the older men sit and talk or read the newspapers. Here also is a one-room shack marked “administration office,” where a bulletin lists the names of families who are delinquent in paying their rent.

The tenants of the Casa Grande come from twenty-four of the thirty-two states of the Mexican nation. Some come from as far south as Oaxaca and Yucatán and some from the northern states of Chihuahua and Sinaloa. Most of the families have lived in the vecindad for from fifteen to twenty years, some as long as thirty years. Over a third of the households have blood relatives within the vecindad and about a fourth are related by marriage and compadrazgo (a ritual relationship between parents, godparents, and godchildren). These ties, plus the low fixed rental and the housing shortage in the city, make for stability. Some families with higher incomes, their small apartments jammed with good furniture and electrical equipment, are waiting for a chance to move to better quarters, but the majority are content with, indeed proud of, living in the Casa Grande.

The sense of community is quite strong in the vecindad, particularly among the young people who belong to the same gangs, form lifelong friendships, attend the same schools, meet at the same dances held in the courtyards, and frequently marry within the vecindad. Adults also have friends whom they visit, go out with, and borrow from. Groups of neighbors organize raffles and tandas, participate in religious pilgrimages together, and together celebrate the festivals of the vecindad patron saints and the Christmas posadas as well as other holidays.

But these group efforts are occasional; for the most part adults “mind their own business” and try to maintain family privacy. Most doors are kept shut and it is customary to knock and wait for permission to enter when visiting. Some people visit only relatives or compadres and actually have entered very few apartments. It is not common to invite friends or neighbors in to eat except on formal occasions such as birthdays or religious celebrations. Although some neighborly help occurs, especially during emergencies, it is kept at a minimum. Quarrels between families over the mischief of children, street fights between gangs, and personal feuds between boys are not uncommon in the Casa Grande.

The people of the Casa Grande earn their living in a large miscellany of occupations, some of which are carried on within the vecindad. Women take in washing and sewing, men are shoemakers, hat cleaners, or vendors of fruit and candy. Some go outside to work in factories or shops or as chauffeurs and small tradesmen. Living standards are low but by no means the lowest in Mexico City, and the people of the neighborhood look upon the Casa Grande as an elegant place.

The Casa Grande and the Panaderos vecindades represent sharp contrasts within the culture of poverty. Panaderos is a small vecindad consisting of a single row of twelve windowless one-room apartments which lie exposed to the view of passers-by, with no enclosing walls, no gate, and only a dirt yard. Here, unlike the Casa Grande, there are no inside toilets and no piped water. Two public washbasins and two dilapidated toilets of crumbling brick and adobe, curtained by pieces of torn burlap, serve the eighty-six inhabitants.

As one moves from the Panaderos to the Casa Grande, one finds more beds per capita and fewer people who sleep on the floor, more who cook with gas rather than with kerosene or charcoal, more who regularly eat three meals a day, use knives and forks for eating in addition to tortillas and spoons, drink beer instead of pulque, buy new rather than second-hand furniture and clothing, and celebrate the Day of the Dead by attending Mass at church rather than by leaving the traditional offerings of incense, candles, food, and water in their homes. The trend is from adobe to cement, from clay pots to aluminum, from herbal remedies to antibiotics, and from local curers to doctors.

In 1956, 79 percent of the tenants of the Casa Grande had radios, 55 percent gas stoves, 54 percent wrist watches, 49 percent used knives and forks, 46 percent had sewing machines, 41 percent aluminum pots, 22 percent electric blenders, 21 percent television. In Panaderos most of these luxury items were absent. Only one household had TV and two owned wrist watches.

In Casa Grande the monthly income per capita ranged from 23 to 500 pesos ($3 to $40 at the current rate of exchange). Sixty-eight percent showed per capita incomes of 200 pesos or less per month, ($16), 22 percent between 201 and 300 pesos ($24), and ten percent between 301 and 500 pesos. In Panaderos over 85 percent of the households had an average monthly income of less than 200 pesos, or $16, none had over 200 pesos and 41 percent had less than 100 pesos.

Monthly rent for a one-room apartment in Casa Grande ranged from 30 to 50 pesos ($2.40 to $4); in Panaderos from 15 to 30 pesos, ($1.20 to $2.40). Many families consisting of husband, wife and four small children managed to live on from 8 to 10 pesos a day (64¢ to 80¢) for food. Their diet consisted of black coffee, tortillas, beans and chile.

In Casa Grande there was a wide range of level of education, varying from twelve adults who had never attended school to one woman who had attended for eleven years. The average number of years of school attendance was 4.7. Only 8 percent of the residents were illiterate, and 20 percent of the marriages were of the free-union type.

In Panaderos, the level of school attendance was 2.1 years; there was not a single primary-school graduate; 40 percent of the population was illiterate; and 46 percent of the marriages were free unions. In Casa Grande only about a third of the families were related by blood ties and about a fourth by marriages and compadrazgo. In Panderos half the families were related by blood and all were bound by ties of compradzgo.

The Sánchez family was one of a random sample of seventy-one families selected for study in the Casa Grande. Jesús Sánchez was in the middle-income group in the vecindad, earning a wage of 12.50 pesos, or one dollar a day, as a food buyer in the La Gloria restaurant. He could hardly support even himself on this amount and supplemented his income by selling lottery tickets, by raising and selling pigs, pigeons, chickens, and singing birds, and, in all probability, by receiving “commissions” in the markets. Jesús was secretive about these extra sources of income, but with them he managed to support, on a very modest scale, three different households located in widely separated parts of the city. At the time of my investigation, he lived with his younger, favorite wife, Delila, in a room on the Street of the Lost Child, where he supported her, his two children by her, her son by her first husband, her mother, and the four children of his son Manuel. Jesús’ older wife, Lupita, their two daughters, and two grandchildren, all of whom he supported, lived in a small house he had built in the El Dorado Colony on the outskirts of the city. Jesús also maintained the room in the Casa Grande for his daughter Marta and her children, his daughter Consuelo, and his son Roberto.

Except for an old radio, there were no luxury items in the Sánchez home in the Casa Grande, but there was usually enough to eat and the family could boast of having had more education than most of their neighbors. Jesús had had only one year of schooling, but Manuel, his eldest son, had completed the six grades of primary school. Consuelo had also graduated from primary school and had completed two years of commercial school as well. Roberto left school in the third grade; Marta completed the fourth.

The Sánchez family differed from some of their neighbors by having a servant, who came during the day to clean, do the laundry, and prepare the meals. This was after the death of Jesús’ first wife, Lenore, and while the children were young. The servant was a neighbor or relative, usually a widow or a deserted wife who was willing to work for very little pay. Although this gave the family some prestige, it was not a sign of wealth and was not unusual in the vecindad.

I was introduced to the Sánchez household by one of my vecindad friends. On my first visit I found the door ajar, and as I waited for someone to answer my knock, I could see the rather dreary, run-down interior. The little vestibule which housed the kitchen and the toilet was badly in need of painting and was furnished with only a two-burner kerosene stove, a table, and two unpainted wooden chairs. Neither the kitchen nor the larger bedroom beyond the inner doorway had any of the air of self-conscious prosperity I had seen in some of the better-to-do Casa Grande rooms.

Consuelo came to the door. She looked thin and pale and explained that she had just recovered from a serious illness. Marta, her younger sister, carrying an infant wrapped in a shawl, joined her but said nothing. I explained that I was a North American professor and anthropologist and had spent a number of years living in a Mexican village studying its customs. I was now comparing the life of city vecindad families with that of the village and was looking for people in the Casa Grande who would be willing to help me.

To get things started, I asked where they thought people were better off, in the country or in the city. After a few questions of this nature, which I had used to advantage in previous interviews, I began at once with some of the items on my first questionnaire. These called for the sex, age, place of birth, education, occupation, and work history of each family member.

I was almost finished with these questions when the father, Jesús Sánchez, walked in brusquely, carrying a sack of food supplies over his shoulder. He was a short, stocky, energetic man, with Indian features, dressed in blue denim overalls and a straw hat, a cross between a peasant and a factory worker. He left the sack with Marta, spoke a few words of greeting to Marta and Consuelo, and turned suspiciously to ask what I wanted. He answered my questions in short order, stating that country life was far superior to city life because the young became corrupt in the city, especially when they did not know how to take advantage of what the city offered. He then said he was in a hurry and left as abruptly as he had entered.

At my next interview in the Sánchez household, I met Roberto, the second son. He was taller and a shade darker than the other members of the family and had the physique of a trained athlete. He was pleasant and soft-spoken and gave me the impression of being unusually polite and respectful. He was always polite to me, even when he was drunk. I did not meet Manuel, the elder brother, until many months later because he was out of the country at the time.

In the weeks and months that followed, I continued my work with the other sample families in the vecindad. I had completed the data I needed on the Sánchez family after four interviews, but I would frequently stop at the Sánchez house to chat casually with Consuelo or Marta or Roberto, all of whom were friendly and offered useful information on vecindad life. As I began to learn something about each member of the family, I became aware that this single family seemed to illustrate many of the social and psychological problems of lower-class Mexican life. At this point I decided to try a study in depth. First Consuelo, then Roberto and Marta agreed to tell me their life stories, stories which were taped with their knowledge and permission. When Manuel returned, he also co-operated. My work with Jesús began after I had been studying his children for six months. It was difficult to gain his confidence, but when he finally agreed to allow me to record his life story, this further enhanced my relationship with his children.

Because of the need for privacy in obtaining an independent version of each life history, most of the recording was done in my office and home. Most of the sessions were recorded individually, but on my return visits to Mexico in 1957, 1958, and 1959, I managed to have group discussions with two or three family members at a time. Occasionally, I recorded at their home in the Casa Grande. However, they talked more freely when they were away from their vecindad. I also found it helpful to keep the microphone out of their sight by attaching it to their clothing; in this way we could carry on our conversations as if it weren’t there.

In obtaining the detailed and intimate data of these life stories, I used no secret techniques, no truth drugs, no psychoanalytic couch. The most effective tools of the anthropologist are sympathy and compassion for the people he studies. What began as a professional interest in their lives turned into warm and lasting friendships. I became deeply involved in their problems and often felt as though I had two families to look after, the Sánchez family and my own. I have spent hundreds of hours with members of the family; I have eaten in their homes, have attended their dances and festive occasions, have accompanied them to their places of work, have met their relatives and friends, have gone with them on pilgrimages, to church, to the movies, and to sports events.

The Sánchez family learned to trust and confide in me. They would call upon me and my wife in times of need or crisis, and we helped them through illness, drunkenness, trouble with the police, unemployment and family quarrels. I did not follow the common anthropological practice of paying them as informants (not informers!), and I was struck by the absence of monetary motivation in their relationship with me. Basically, it was their sense of friendship that led them to tell me their life stories. The reader should not underestimate their courage in bringing forth as they did the many painful memories and experiences of their lives. To some extent this served as a catharsis and relieved their anxieties. They were moved by my sustained interest in them, and my return to Mexico year after year was a crucial factor in increasing their confidence. Their positive image of the United States as a “superior” country undoubtedly enhanced my status with them and placed me in the role of a benevolent authority figure rather than the punishing one they were so accustomed to in their own father. Their identification with my work and their sense of participation in a scientific research project, however vaguely they conceived of its ultimate objectives, gave them a sense of satisfaction and of importance which carried them beyond the more limited horizons of their daily lives. They have often told me that if their stories would help human beings anywhere, they would feel a sense of accomplishment.

In the course of our interviews I asked hundreds of questions of Manuel, Roberto, Consuelo, Marta, and Jesús Sánchez. Naturally, my training as an anthropologist, my years of familiarity with Mexican culture, my own values, and my personality influenced the final outcome of this study. While I used a directive approach in the interviews, I encouraged free association, and I was a good listener. I attempted to cover systematically a wide range of subjects: their earliest memories; their dreams, their hopes, fears, joys and sufferings; their jobs; their relationship with friends, relatives, employers; their sex life; their concepts of justice, religion, and politics; their knowledge of geography and history; in short, their total view of the world. Many of my questions stimulated them to express themselves on subjects which they might otherwise never have thought of or volunteered information about. However, the answers were their own.

In preparing the interviews for publication, I have eliminated my questions and have selected, arranged, and organized their materials into coherent life stories. If one agrees with Henry James that life is all inclusion and confusion while art is all discrimination and selection, then these life histories have something of both art and life. I believe this in no way reduces the authenticity of the data or their usefulness for science. For those of my colleagues who are interested in the raw materials, I have the taped interviews available.

The editing has been more extensive in some cases than in others. Manuel, by far the most fluent and dramatic storyteller in the family, needed relatively little editing. His story reflects much of its original structure. The Manuel story perhaps more than the others, however, loses a great deal in transcription and translation because he is a born actor with a great gift for nuance, timing, and intonation. A single question would often elicit an uninterrupted monologue of forty minutes. Roberto spoke readily, though less dramatically and more simply, about his adventures, but he was more constrained and reticent about his inner feelings and his sex life. In the case of Consuelo, a great deal of editing was necessary because of the superabundance of material. In addition to the taped interviews, she also wrote extensively on various incidents about which I had questioned her. Marta showed the least facility for extended monologue and for organization of ideas. For a long time she would answer most of my questions with a single sentence or phrase. In this respect she was like her father. With time and encouragement, however, both of them became more fluent and had their moments of eloquence.

Manuel was the least inhibited in using typical slum slang, with its profanity and strong sexual metaphor. Roberto, too, spoke quite naturally but he would often preface some rough expression with a polite “By your kind permission, Doctor.” Marta, too, spoke her natural idiom. Consuelo and her father were the most formal and “correct” and rarely used vulgar terms during the recording sessions.

The translation of lower-class Mexican Spanish has presented formidable and in some ways insoluble problems, particularly in attempting to find equivalents for slang expressions, idioms, and jokes with sexual innuendo. I have tried to capture the essential meaning and flavor of the language rather than to render a literal translation. Inevitably, some of the unique quality and charm of the original as well as the personal style of each individual has been lost. The English translation gives a surprisingly high level of language and vocabulary to relatively unlettered people. The fluency of language and the vocabulary of Mexicans, be they peasants or slum dwellers, have always impressed me. On the whole, the language of Manuel and Consuelo is somwhat richer than that of Roberto and Marta, perhaps because the former have had more schooling. Manuel’s use of such sophisticated terms as “subconscious,” “luminaries,” and “portentous opulence” may be surprising, but Manuel reads the Spanish version of the Reader’s Digest and has a flair for intellectuality. Moreover, in this day and age, even illiterate slum dwellers pick up advanced ideas and terminology from TV, radio and movies.

It will become apparent to the reader that there is a marked contrast between Jesús Sánchez and his children. This contrast reflects not only the difference in rural and urban backgrounds but also the difference between pre-Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary Mexico. Jesús was born in a small village in the state of Veracruz in 1910, the very year which marked the beginning of the Mexican Revolution. His children were born between 1928 and 1935 in the slums of Mexico City. Jesús was brought up in a Mexico without cars, movies, radios or TV, without free universal education, without free elections, and without the hope of upward mobility and the possibility of getting rich quick. He was raised in the tradition of authoritarianism, with its emphasis upon knowing one’s place, hard work, and self-abnegation. The children of Sánchez, although subject to his domineering and authoritarian character, were also exposed to post-Revolutionary values, with their greater emphasis upon individualism and social mobility. It is all the more striking, therefore, that the father who never aspired to be more than a simple worker managed to raise himself out of the lower depths of poverty, whereas the children have remained at that level.

In the nineteenth century, when the social sciences were still in their infancy, the job of recording the effects of the process of industrialization and urbanization on personal and family life was left to novelists, playwrights, journalists, and social reformers. Today, a similar process of culture change is going on among the peoples of the less-developed countries but we find no comparable outpouring of a universal literature which would help us to improve our understanding of the process and the people. And yet the need for such an understanding has never been more urgent, now that the less-developed countries have become a major force on the world scene.

In the case of the new African nations that are emerging from a tribal, nonliterate cultural tradition, the paucity of a great native literature on the lower class is not surprising. In Mexico and in other Latin American countries where there has been a middle class, from which most writers come, this class has been very small. Moreover, the hierarchical nature of Mexican society has inhibited any profound communication across class lines. An additional factor in Mexico has been the preoccupation of both writers and anthropologists with their Indian problem, to the neglect of the urban poor.

This situation presents a unique opportunity to the social sciences and particularly to anthropology to step into the gap and develop a literature of its own. Sociologists, who have pioneered in studying urban slums, are now concentrating their attention on suburbia to the relative neglect of the poor. Today, even most novelists are so busy probing the middle-class soul that they have lost touch with the problems of poverty and the realities of a changing world. As C. P. Snow has recently stated: “Sometimes I am afraid that people in rich countries … have so completely forgotten what it is like to be poor that we can no longer feel or talk with the less lucky. This we must learn to do.”

It is the anthropologists, traditionally the spokesmen for primitive people in the remote corners of the world, who are increasingly turning their energies to the great peasant and urban masses of the less-developed countries. These masses are still desperately poor in spite of the social and economic progress of the world in the past century. Over a billion people in seventy-five nations of Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Near East have an average per capita income of less than $200 a year as compared with over $2,000 a year for the United States. The anthropologist who studies the way of life in these countries has become, in effect, the student and spokesman of what I call the culture of poverty.

To those who think that the poor have no culture, the concept of a culture of poverty may seem like a contradiction in terms. It would also seem to give to poverty a certain dignity and status. This is not my intention. In anthropological usage the term culture implies, essentially, a design for living which is passed down from generation to generation. In applying this concept of culture to the understanding of poverty, I want to draw attention to the fact that poverty in modern nations is not only a state of economic deprivation, of disorganization, or of the absence of something. It is also something positive in the sense that it has a structure, a rationale, and defense mechanisms without which the poor could hardly carry on. In short, it is a way of life, remarkably stable and persistent, passed down from generation to generation along family lines. The culture of poverty has its own modalities and distinctive social and psychological consequences for its members. It is a dynamic factor which affects participation in the larger national culture and becomes a subculture of its own.

The culture of poverty, as here defined, does not include primitive peoples whose backwardness is the result of their isolation and undeveloped technology and whose society for the most part is not class stratified. Such peoples have a relatively integrated, satisfying, and self-sufficient culture. Nor is the culture of poverty synonymous with the working class, the proletariat, or the peasantry, all three of which vary a good deal in economic status throughout the world. In the United States, for example, the working class lives like an elite compared to the lower class of the less developed countries. The culture of poverty would apply only to those people who are at the very bottom of the socio-economic scale, the poorest workers, the poorest peasants, plantation laborers, and that large heterogenous mass of small artisans and tradesmen usually referred to as the lumpen proletariat.

The culture or subculture of poverty comes into being in a variety of historical contexts. Most commonly it develops when a stratified social and economic system is breaking down or is being replaced by another, as in the case of the transition from feudalism to capitalism or during the industrial revolution. Sometimes it results from imperial conquest in which the conquered are maintained in a servile status which may continue for many generations. It can also occur in the process of detribalization such as is now going on in Africa where, for example, the tribal migrants to the cities are developing “courtyard cultures” remarkably similar to the Mexico City vecindades. We are prone to view such slum conditions as transitional or temporary phases of drastic culture change. But this is not necessarily the case, for the culture of poverty is often a persisting condition even in stable social systems. Certainly in Mexico it has been a more or less permanent phenomenon since the Spanish conquest of 1519, when the process of detribalization and the movement of peasants to the cities began. Only the size, location, and composition of the slums have been in flux. I suspect that similar processes have been going on in many other countries of the world.

It seems to me that the culture of poverty has some universal characteristics which transcend regional, rural-urban, and even national differences. In my earlier book, Five Families (Basic Books, 1959), I suggested that there were remarkable similarities in family structure, interpersonal relations, time orientations, value systems, spending patterns, and the sense of community in lower-class settlements in London, Glasgow, Paris, Harlem, and Mexico City. Although this is not the place for an extensive comparative analysis of the culture of poverty, I should like to elaborate upon some of these and other traits in order to present a provisional conceptual model of this culture based mainly upon my Mexican materials.

In Mexico, the culture of poverty includes at least the lower third of the rural and urban population. This population is characterized by a relatively higher death rate, a lower life expectancy, a higher proportion of individuals in the younger age groups, and, because of child labor and working women, a higher proportion of gainfully employed. Some of these indices are higher in the poor colonias or sections of Mexico City than in rural Mexico as a whole.

The culture of poverty in Mexico is a provincial and locally oriented culture. Its members are only partially integrated into national institutions and are marginal people even when they live in the heart of a great city. In Mexico City, for example, most of the poor have a very low level of education and literacy, do not belong to labor unions, are not members of a political party, do not participate in the medical care, maternity, and old-age benefits of the national welfare agency known as Seguro Social, and make very little use of the city’s banks, hospitals, department stores, museums, art galleries and airports.

The economic traits which are most characteristic of the culture of poverty include the constant struggle for survival, unemployment and underemployment, low wages, a miscellany of unskilled occupations, child labor, the absence of savings, a chronic shortage of cash, the absence of food reserves in the home, the pattern of frequent buying of small quantities of food many times a day as the need arises, the pawning of personal goods, borrowing from local money lenders at usurious rates of interest, spontaneous informal credit devices (tandas) organized by neighbors, and the use of second-hand clothing and furniture.

Some of the social and psychological characteristics include living in crowded quarters, a lack of privacy, gregariousness, a high incidence of alcoholism, frequent resort to violence in the settlement of quarrels, frequent use of physical violence in the training of children, wife beating, early initiation into sex, free unions or consensual marriages, a relatively high incidence of the abandonment of mothers and children, a trend toward mother-centered families and a much greater knowledge of maternal relatives, the predominance of the nuclear family, a strong predisposition to authoritarianism, and a great emphasis upon family solidarity—an ideal only rarely achieved. Other traits include a strong present time orientation with relatively little ability to defer gratification and plan for the future, a sense of resignation and fatalism based upon the realities of their difficult life situation, a belief in male superiority which reaches its crystallization in machismo or the cult of masculinity, a corresponding martyr complex among women, and finally, a high tolerance for psychological pathology of all sorts.

Some of the above traits are not limited to the culture of poverty in Mexico but are also found in the middle and upper classes. However, it is the peculiar patterning of these traits which defines the culture of poverty. For example, in the middle class, machismo is expressed in terms of sexual exploits and the Don Juan complex whereas in the lower class it is expressed in terms of heroism and lack of physical fear. Similarly, drinking in the middle class is a social amenity whereas in the lower class getting drunk has different and multiple functions—to forget one’s troubles, to prove one’s ability to drink, and to build up sufficient confidence to meet difficult life situations.

Many of the traits of the subculture of poverty can be viewed as attempts at local solutions for problems not met by existing institutions and agencies because the people are not eligible for them, cannot afford them, or are suspicious of them. For example, unable to obtain credit from banks, they are thrown upon their own resources and organize informal credit devices without interest. Unable to afford doctors, who are used only in dire emergencies, and suspicious of hospitals “where one goes only to die,” they rely upon herbs or other home remedies and upon local curers and midwives. Critical of priests “who are human and therefore sinners like all of us,” they rarely go to confession or Mass and rely upon prayer to the images of saints in their own homes and upon pilgrimages to popular shrines.

A critical attitude toward some of the values and institutions of the dominant classes, hatred of the police, mistrust of government and those in high position, and a cynicism which extends even to the church gives the culture of poverty a counter quality and a potential for being used in political movements aimed against the existing social order. Finally, the sub-culture of poverty also has a residual quality in the sense that its members are attempting to utilize and integrate into a workable way of life the remnants of beliefs and customs of diverse origins.

I should like to emphasize that the Sánchez family is by no means at the lowest level of poverty in Mexico. About a million and a half people out of a total population of approximately four million in Mexico City live in similar or worse conditions. The persistence of poverty in the first city of the nation fifty years after the great Mexican Revolution raises serious questions about the extent to which the Revolution has achieved its social objectives. Judging from the Sánchez family, their friends, neighbors, and relatives, the essential promise of the Revolution has yet to be fulfilled.

This assertion is made in the full knowledge of the impressive and far-reaching changes which have been brought about by the Mexican Revolution—the transformation of a semifeudal economy, the distribution of land to the peasants, the emancipation of the Indian, the strengthening of labor’s position, the spread of public education, the nationalization of oil and the railroads, and the emergence of a new middle class. Since 1940 the economy has been expanding and the country has become acutely production conscious. Leading newspapers report daily in their headlines record-breaking achievements in agriculture and industry and proudly announce huge gold reserves in the national treasury. A boom spirit has been created which is reminiscent of the great expansion in the United States
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