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Mapping the Social Landscape: Readings in Sociology is one of the most established 

and widely used anthologies for Introductory Sociology. Susan J. Ferguson selects, 

edits, and introduces 58 readings representing a plurality of voices and views  

within sociology. The selections include classic statements from great thinkers like  

C. Wright Mills, Karl Marx, and Max Weber, as well as the works of contemporary 

scholars who address current social issues. Throughout this collection, there are many 

opportunities to discuss individual, interactional, and structural levels of society; the 

roles of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality in shaping social life; and the intersection 

of statuses and identities.

• New selections focus on

 x how Superstorm Sandy damaged social as well as physical structures

 x gender panic and bathrooms

 x extreme poverty in the United States

 x transgender challenges to our understanding of gender

 x a Muslim American punk rock subculture that is challenging Islamophobia

 x lessons from the Affordable Care Act

 x revolutionary movements for social change

• The organization follows that of a typical introductory sociology course and 

provides coverage of key concepts including culture, socialization, deviance,  

social structure, social inequality, social institutions, and social change.

Instructors, please sign in to study.sagepub.com/fergusonmapping8e for  

free online resources!
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Preface

A
s the title suggests, Mapping the Social Landscape is about exploration and dis-

covery. It means taking a closer look at a complex, ever-changing social world in 

which locations, pathways, and boundaries are not fixed. Because sociology 

describes and explains our social surroundings, it enables us to understand this shifting 

landscape. Thus, sociology is about discovering society and discovering ourselves. This 

anthology introduces the discipline of sociology and conveys the excitement and chal-

lenge of the sociological enterprise.

Although a number of readers in introductory sociology are already available for 

students, I have yet to find one that exposes students to the broad diversity of scholar-

ship, perspectives, and authorship that exists within the field of sociology. This diversity 

goes beyond recognizing gender, racial-ethnic, and social class differences to acknowl-

edging a plurality of voices and views within the discipline. Like other anthologies, this 

one includes classic works by authors such as Karl Marx, Max Weber, C. Wright Mills, 

Kingsley Davis, Philip Zimbardo, and Wilbert Moore; in addition, however, I have 

drawn from a wide range of contemporary scholarship, some of which provides newer 

treatments of traditional concepts. This diversity of viewpoints and approaches should 

encourage students to evaluate and analyze the sociological ideas and research findings 

presented.

In addition, because I find it invaluable in my own teaching to use examples from 

personal experiences to enable students to see the connection between “private troubles 

and public issues,” as C. Wright Mills phrased it, I have included in this collection a few 

personal narratives to help students comprehend how social forces affect individual 

lives. Thus, this anthology includes classic as well as contemporary writings and the 

voices of other social scientists who render provocative sociological insights. The read-

ings also exemplify functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interactionist perspectives and 

different types of research methodology. Each article is preceded by a brief headnote 

that sets the context within which the reader can seek to understand the sociological 

work. Thus, the selections communicate an enthusiasm for sociology while illustrating 

sociological concepts, theories, and methods.

During the past 30 years, sociology has benefited from a rich abundance of creative 

scholarship, but many of these original works have not been adequately presented in 



textbooks or readers. I believe an introductory anthology needs to reflect the new ques-

tions concerning research and theory within the discipline. Moreover, I find that stu-

dents enjoy reading the actual words and research of sociologists. This anthology, 

therefore, includes many cutting-edge pieces of sociological scholarship and some 

recent publications by recognized social analysts. Current issues are examined, includ-

ing childhood school cliques, tourism in Hawaii, working at McDonald’s, the effects of 

globalization, racism in the United States, socialization in law school, race and home 

ownership, elite college admissions, health care, poverty, sexual assault on college cam-

puses, working in a slaughterhouse, military boot camps, teen suicide, eating disorders, 

prison riots, and the media in Iraq. I have attempted not to break new ground but, 

rather, to compile a collection that provides a fresh, innovative look at the discipline of 

sociology.

Changes to the Eighth Edition

With this eighth edition, I have selected readings that invite students into the fascinating 

discipline of sociology. Most of the readings are by top scholars in the field of sociology, 

many of whom have high name recognition or are award-winning researchers. In fact, 

only 5 of the 58 readings are not authored by sociologists or social scientists but instead 

are written by investigative journalists, such as Barbara Ehrenreich and Charlie LeDuff.  

I also maintain a critical balance of classical (14 percent) and contemporary readings 

(86 percent). In this volume are eight classic pieces, insightful readings that lay the 

groundwork for enhanced sociological understanding. Other changes include a new 

reading in the Culture section on Muslim punk rock subculture by Amy McDowell and 

a new reading on extreme poverty in the United States by H. Luke Shaefer, Kathyrn Edin, 

and Elizabeth Talbert. There is a new reading in the Gender section by Laurel Westbrook 

and Kristen Schilt offering timely research on transgender people and gender panics.  

I also have updated several other sections of the anthology, including sections on the 

media, health and medicine, and social change.

In the last two revisions of Mapping the Social Landscape, I added several new selec-

tions to keep this collection cutting-edge with contemporary sociological research that 

illustrates timely analyses of social issues and the intersections among race, social class, 

and gender. The readings examine critical sociological issues that include gender social-

ization in children; the new global elites; poor women and motherhood; black male 

nurses and the glass escalator; health care failure during Katrina; military control of the 

media in Iraq; female sexual slavery in Thailand; admission policies of elite colleges; 

Muslims in America; gender and televised sports; and race, wealth, and home owner-

ship. Among these readings are selections I consider to be contemporary classics in that 

they provide an overview of the discipline of sociology or a specific content area. These 

readings include the research of Matthew Desmond and Mustafa Emirbayer on racial 

domination, Debra Van Ausdale and Joe Feagin on preschool children’s understandings 

of race, and Evelyn Nakano Glenn on skin lighteners and the racialized beauty ideal,  
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in addition to an essay from Dalton Conley’s collection Everywhere USA, in which he 

discusses the changes in the relationships between individuals and groups in society. In 

this edition I also have added another timely work on social change by Jeff Goodwin and 

René Rojas on revolutions and regime change. Based on reviewers’ comments, I also 

have included seven readings with a global emphasis, and at least six readings in the 

anthology address sexuality.

From the seventh edition, I brought back the piece by Kathryn Edin and Maria 

Kefalas from Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before Marriage. 

So many reviewers and faculty who have used this anthology wanted to see Edin and 

Kefalas’s research returned. I also added a reading from Edin's new work with H. Luke 

Shaefer and Elizabeth Talbert on extreme poverty, Understanding the Dynamics of $2-a-

Day Poverty in the United States. Please know that every time I revise an edition, I have 

to cut some pieces that I think are excellent but do not review well with other teachers 

or because the permission costs have become prohibitive. I know these changes can be 

frustrating for some of you, but I think students will find the newer pieces in this edition 

to be more accessible and interesting. Of course, for all the readings, I have tried to 

choose selections that are compelling to students but also demonstrate well the diversity 

within the discipline of sociology in terms of sociological theory, research methods, or 

area of research. I am still looking for excellent contemporary pieces that illustrate 

C. Wright Mills’s concept of the sociological imagination and appreciate any suggestions 

you may have for that or other potential readings for future editions. Please note that I 

welcome feedback from professors and students on this edition of Mapping the Social 

Landscape. You can e-mail me at Grinnell College at fergusos@grinnell.edu.

Supplemental Learning Materials

An accompanying test bank contains multiple choice and essay questions for each read-

ing. Instructors can access this password-protected test bank and lecture notes on the 

website that accompanies the eighth edition of Mapping the Social Landscape at http://

study.sagepub.com/fergusonmapping8e. 
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Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are.

—José Ortega y Gasset
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READING 1

The Promise

The initial three selections examine the sociological perspective. The first of these 

is written by C. Wright Mills (1916–1962), a former professor of sociology at 

Columbia University. During his brief academic career, Mills became one of the 

best known and most controversial sociologists. He was critical of the U.S. gov-

ernment and other social institutions where power was unfairly concentrated. He 

also believed that academics should be socially responsible and speak out against 

social injustice. The excerpt that follows is from Mills’s acclaimed book The 

Sociological Imagination. Since its original publication in 1959, this text has 

been required reading for most introductory sociology students around the world. 

Mills’s sociological imagination perspective not only compels the best sociological 

analyses but also enables the sociologist and the individual to distinguish 

between “personal troubles” and “public issues.” By separating these phenomena, 

we can better comprehend the sources of and solutions to social problems.

N
owadays men often feel that their private lives are a series of traps. They sense 

that within their everyday worlds, they cannot overcome their troubles, and in 

this feeling, they are often quite correct: What ordinary men are directly aware 

of and what they try to do are bounded by the private orbits in which they live; their 

visions and their powers are limited to the close   -up scenes of job, family, neighborhood; 

C. Wright Mills

PART I

The Sociological Perspective

This article was written in 1959 before scholars were sensitive to gender inclusivity in language. The references 

to masculine pronouns and men are, therefore, generic to both males and females and should be read as such. 

Please note that I have left the author’s original language in this selection and other readings.—Editor

C. Wright Mills, “The Promise,” from The Sociological Imagination. Copyright © 1959, 2000 by Oxford Univer-
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in other milieux, they move vicariously and remain spectators. And the more aware they 

become, however vaguely, of ambitions and of threats which transcend their immediate 

locales, the more trapped they seem to feel.

Underlying this sense of being trapped are seemingly impersonal changes in the very 

structure of continent   -wide societies. The facts of contemporary history are also facts 

about the success and the failure of individual men and women. When a society is 

industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; a feudal lord is liquidated or becomes a 

businessman. When classes rise or fall, a man is employed or unemployed; when the rate 

of investment goes up or down, a man takes new heart or goes broke. When wars hap-

pen, an insurance salesman becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife 

lives alone; a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an individual nor the 

history of a society can be understood without understanding both.

Yet men do not usually define the troubles they endure in terms of historical change 

and institutional contradiction. The well   -being they enjoy, they do not usually impute 

to the big ups and downs of the societies in which they live. Seldom aware of the intri-

cate connection between the patterns of their own lives and the course of world history, 

ordinary men do not usually know what this connection means for the kinds of men 

they are becoming and for the kinds of history making in which they might take part. 

They do not possess the quality of mind essential to grasp the interplay of man and 

society, of biography and history, of self and world. They cannot cope with their per-

sonal troubles in such ways as to control the structural transformations that usually lie 

behind them.

Surely it is no wonder. In what period have so many men been so totally exposed 

at so fast a pace to such earthquakes of change? That Americans have not known 

such catastrophic changes as have the men and women of other societies is due to 

historical facts that are now quickly becoming “merely history.” The history that now 

affects every man is world history. Within this scene and this period, in the course 

of a single generation, one   -sixth of mankind is transformed from all that is feudal 

and backward into all that is modern, advanced, and fearful. Political colonies are 

freed; new and less visible forms of imperialism installed. Revolutions occur; men 

feel the intimate grip of new kinds of authority. Totalitarian societies rise and are 

smashed to bits—or succeed fabulously. After two centuries of ascendancy, capital-

ism is shown up as only one way to make society into an industrial apparatus. After 

two centuries of hope, even formal democracy is restricted to a quite small portion 

of mankind. Everywhere in the underdeveloped world, ancient ways of life are bro-

ken up and vague expectations become urgent demands. Everywhere in the overde-

veloped world, the means of authority and of violence become total in scope and 

bureaucratic in form. Humanity itself now lies before us, the super   -nation at either 

pole concentrating its most coordinated and massive efforts upon the preparation of 

World War Three.

The very shaping of history now outpaces the ability of men to orient themselves in 

accordance with cherished values. And which values? Even when they do not panic, men 

often sense that older ways of feeling and thinking have collapsed and that newer 
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beginnings are ambiguous to the point of moral stasis. Is it any wonder that ordinary 

men feel they cannot cope with the larger worlds with which they are so suddenly con-

fronted? That they cannot understand the meaning of their epoch for their own lives? 

That—in defense of selfhood—they become morally insensible, trying to remain alto-

gether private men? Is it any wonder that they come to be possessed by a sense of 

the trap?

It is not only information that they need—in this Age of Fact, information often 

dominates their attention and overwhelms their capacities to assimilate it. It is not only 

the skills of reason that they need—although their struggles to acquire these often 

exhaust their limited moral energy.

What they need, and what they feel they need, is a quality of mind that will help them 

to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what 

is going on in the world and of what may be happening within themselves. It is this qual-

ity, I am going to contend, that journalists and scholars, artists and publics, scientists and 

editors are coming to expect of what may be called the sociological imagination.

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger historical 

scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of 

individuals. It enables him to take into account how individuals, in the welter of their 

daily experience, often become falsely conscious of their social positions. Within that 

welter, the framework of modern society is sought, and within that framework the psy-

chologies of a variety of men and women are formulated. By such means the personal 

uneasiness of individuals is focused upon explicit troubles and the indifference of pub-

lics is transformed into involvement with public issues.

The first fruit of this imagination—and the first lesson of the social science that 

embodies it—is the idea that the individual can understand his own experience and 

gauge his own fate only by locating himself within his period, that he can know his 

own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in his circum-

stances. In many ways it is a terrible lesson; in many ways a magnificent one. We do 

not know the limits of man’s capacities for supreme effort or willing degradation, for 

agony or glee, for pleasurable brutality or the sweetness of reason. But in our time we 

have come to know that the limits of “human nature” are frighteningly broad. We have 

come to know that every individual lives, from one generation to the next, in some 

society; that he lives out a biography, and that he lives it out within some historical 

sequence. By the fact of his living he contributes, however minutely, to the shaping of 

this society and to the course of its history, even as he is made by society and by its 

historical push and shove.

The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biography and the 

relations between the two within society. That is its task and its promise. To recognize 

this task and this promise is the mark of the classic social analyst. It is characteristic of 

Herbert Spencer—turgid, polysyllabic, comprehensive; of E. A. Ross—graceful, 

muckraking, upright; of Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim; of the intricate and 

subtle Karl Mannheim. It is the quality of all that is intellectually excellent in Karl Marx; 

it is the clue to Thorstein Veblen’s brilliant and ironic insight, to Joseph Schumpeter’s 
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many   -sided constructions of reality; it is the basis of the psychological sweep of  

W. E. H. Lecky no less than of the profundity and clarity of Max Weber. And it is the 

signal of what is best in contemporary studies of man and society.

No social study that does not come back to the problems of biography, of history and 

of their intersections within a society, has completed its intellectual journey. Whatever 

the specific problems of the classic social analysts, however limited or however broad the 

features of social reality they have examined, those who have been imaginatively aware 

of the promise of their work have consistently asked three sorts of questions:

1. What is the structure of this particular society as a whole? What are its essential 

components, and how are they related to one another? How does it differ from 

other varieties of social order? Within it, what is the meaning of any particular 

feature for its continuance and for its change?

2. Where does this society stand in human history? What are the mechanics by 

which it is changing? What is its place within and its meaning for the development 

of humanity as a whole? How does any particular feature we are examining affect, 

and how is it affected by, the historical period in which it moves? And this 

period—what are its essential features? How does it differ from other periods? 

What are its characteristic ways of history making?

3. What varieties of men and women now prevail in this society and in this period? 

And what varieties are coming to prevail? In what ways are they selected and 

formed, liberated and repressed, made sensitive and blunted? What kinds of 

“human nature” are revealed in the conduct and character we observe in this 

society in this period? And what is the meaning for “human nature” of each and 

every feature of the society we are examining?

Whether the point of interest is a great power state or a minor literary mood, a fam-

ily, a prison, a creed—these are the kinds of questions the best social analysts have 

asked. They are the intellectual pivots of classic studies of man in society—and they are 

the questions inevitably raised by any mind possessing the sociological imagination. 

For that imagination is the capacity to shift from one perspective to another—from the 

political to the psychological; from examination of a single family to comparative 

assessment of the national budgets of the world; from the theological school to the 

military establishment; from considerations of an oil industry to studies of contempo-

rary poetry. It is the capacity to range from the most impersonal and remote transfor-

mations to the most intimate features of the human self—and to see the relations 

between the two. Back of its use there is always the urge to know the social and histori-

cal meaning of the individual in the society and in the period in which he has his qual-

ity and his being.

That, in brief, is why it is by means of the sociological imagination that men now 

hope to grasp what is going on in the world, and to understand what is happening in 

themselves as minute points of the intersections of biography and history within society. 
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In large part, contemporary man’s self   -conscious view of himself as at least an outsider, 

if not a permanent stranger, rests upon an absorbed realization of social relativity and 

of the transformative power of history. The sociological imagination is the most fruitful 

form of this self   -consciousness. By its use men whose mentalities have swept only a 

series of limited orbits often come to feel as if suddenly awakened in a house with which 

they had only supposed themselves to be familiar. Correctly or incorrectly, they often 

come to feel that they can now provide themselves with adequate summations, cohesive 

assessments, comprehensive orientations. Older decisions that once appeared sound 

now seem to them products of a mind unaccountably dense. Their capacity for aston-

ishment is made lively again. They acquire a new way of thinking, they experience a 

transvaluation of values: In a word, by their reflection and by their sensibility, they real-

ize the cultural meaning of the social sciences.

Perhaps the most fruitful distinction with which the sociological imagination works 

is between “the personal troubles of milieu” and “the public issues of social structure.” 

This distinction is an essential tool of the sociological imagination and a feature of all 

classic work in social science.

Troubles occur within the character of the individual and within the range of his 

immediate relations with others; they have to do with his self and with those limited 

areas of social life of which he is directly and personally aware. Accordingly, the state-

ment and the resolution of troubles properly lie within the individual as a biographical 

entity and within the scope of his immediate milieu—the social setting that is directly 

open to his personal experience and to some extent his willful activity. A trouble is a 

private matter: Values cherished by an individual are felt by him to be threatened.

Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local environments of the indi-

vidual and the range of his inner life. They have to do with the organization of many 

such milieux into the institutions of a historical society as a whole, with the ways in 

which various milieux overlap and interpenetrate to form the larger structure of social 

and historical life. An issue is a public matter: Some value cherished by publics is felt to 

be threatened. Often there is a debate about what that value really is and about what it 

is that really threatens it. This debate is often without focus if only because it is the very 

nature of an issue, unlike even widespread trouble, that it cannot very well be defined in 

terms of the immediate and everyday environments of ordinary men. An issue, in fact, 

often involves a crisis in institutional arrangements, and often too it involves what 

Marxists call “contradictions” or “antagonisms.”

In these terms, consider unemployment. When, in a city of 100,000, only one man is 

unemployed, that is his personal trouble, and for its relief we properly look to the char-

acter of the man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities. But when in a nation of 50 

million employees, 15 million men are unemployed, that is an issue, and we may not 

hope to find its solution within the range of opportunities open to any one individual. 

The very structure of opportunities has collapsed. Both the correct statement of the 

problem and the range of possible solutions require us to consider the economic and 

political institutions of the society, and not merely the personal situation and character 

of a scatter of individuals.
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Consider war. The personal problem of war, when it occurs, may be how to survive 

it or how to die in it with honor; how to make money out of it; how to climb into the 

higher safety of the military apparatus; or how to contribute to the war’s termination. 

In short, according to one’s values, to find a set of milieux and within it to survive the 

war or make one’s death in it meaningful. But the structural issues of war have to do 

with its causes; with what types of men it throws up into command; with its effects upon 

economic and political, family and religious institutions, with the unorganized irre-

sponsibility of a world of nation   -states.

Consider marriage. Inside a marriage a man and a woman may experience personal 

troubles, but when the divorce rate during the first four years of marriage is 250 out of 

every 1,000 attempts, this is an indication of a structural issue having to do with the 

institutions of marriage and the family and other institutions that bear upon them.

Or consider the metropolis—the horrible, beautiful, ugly, magnificent sprawl of the 

great city. For many upper   -class people, the personal solution to “the problem of the 

city” is to have an apartment with a private garage under it in the heart of the city, and 

forty miles out, a house by Henry Hill, garden by Garrett Eckbo, on a hundred acres of 

private land. In these two controlled environments—with a small staff at each end and 

a private helicopter connection—most people could solve many of the problems of 

personal milieux caused by the facts of the city. But all this, however splendid, does not 

solve the public issues that the structural fact of the city poses. What should be done 

with this wonderful monstrosity? Break it all up into scattered units, combining resi-

dence and work? Refurbish it as it stands? Or, after evacuation, dynamite it and build 

new cities according to new plans in new places? What should those plans be? And who 

is to decide and to accomplish whatever choice is made? These are structural issues; to 

confront them and to solve them requires us to consider political and economic issues 

that affect innumerable milieux.

Insofar as an economy is so arranged that slumps occur, the problem of unemploy-

ment becomes incapable of personal solution. Insofar as war is inherent in the nation   -

state system and in the uneven industrialization of the world, the ordinary individual in 

his restricted milieu will be powerless—with or without psychiatric aid—to solve the 

troubles this system or lack of system imposes upon him. Insofar as the family as an 

institution turns women into darling little slaves and men into their chief providers and 

unweaned dependents, the problem of a satisfactory marriage remains incapable of 

purely private solution. Insofar as the overdeveloped megalopolis and the overdevel-

oped automobile are built   -in features of the overdeveloped society, the issues of urban 

living will not be solved by personal ingenuity and private wealth.

What we experience in various and specific milieux, I have noted, is often caused 

by structural changes. Accordingly, to understand the changes of many personal 

milieux we are required to look beyond them. And the number and variety of such 

structural changes increase as the institutions within which we live become more 

embracing and more intricately connected with one another. To be aware of the idea 

of social structure and to use it with sensibility is to be capable of tracing such link-

ages among a great variety of milieux. To be able to do that is to possess the sociologi-

cal imagination.



7

Teenage Wasteland

Suburbia’s Dead   -End Kids

READING 2

Donna Gaines, excerpts from Teenage Wasteland: Suburbia’s Dead   -End Kids. Copyright © 1990, 1991 by 

Donna Gaines. Reprinted with the permission of the author.

Donna Gaines

This reading by Donna Gaines is excerpted from her internationally acclaimed 

book Teenage Wasteland: Suburbia’s Dead   -End Kids (1990). Rolling Stone 

declared Teenage Wasteland “the best book on youth culture,” and it is a 

required reading for university course lists in several disciplines. Gaines is a 

journalist, cultural sociologist, and New York State certified social worker. An 

international expert on youth violence and culture, Gaines has been inter-

viewed extensively in newspapers, for documentaries, on radio, and on televi-

sion. Professor Gaines also has taught sociology at Barnard College of 

Columbia University and at the Graduate Faculty of New School University.

This excerpt is an example of sociological research that employs C. Wright 

Mills’s sociological imagination and, specifically, his distinction between per-

sonal troubles and public issues. As Gaines illustrates, when one teenager com-

mits suicide it is a personal tragedy, but when groups of teenagers form a 

suicide pact and successfully carry it out, suicide becomes a matter of public 

concern. To explain adequately why this incident occurred, Gaines examines 

both the history and the biography of suburban teens.

I
n Bergenfield, New Jersey, on the morning of March 11, 1987, the bodies of four 

teenagers were discovered inside a 1977 rust   -colored Chevrolet Camaro. The car, 

which belonged to Thomas Olton, was parked in an unused garage in the Foster 

Village garden apartment complex, behind the Foster Village Shopping Center. Two 

sisters, Lisa and Cheryl Burress, and their friends, Thomas Rizzo and Thomas Olton, 

had died of carbon monoxide poisoning.

Lisa was 16, Cheryl was 17, and the boys were 19—they were suburban teens, turnpike 

kids like the ones in the town I live in. And thinking about them made me remember how 
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it felt being a teenager too. I was horrified that it had come to this. I believed I understood 

why they did it, although it wasn’t a feeling I could have put into words.

You could tell from the newspapers that they were rock and roll kids. The police had 

found a cassette tape cover of AC/DC’s If You Want Blood, You’ve Got It near the bodies. 

Their friends were described as kids who listened to thrash metal, had shaggy haircuts, 

wore lots of black and leather. “Dropouts,” “druggies,” the papers called them. Teenage 

suburban rockers whose lives revolved around their favorite bands and their friends. 

Youths who barely got by in school and at home and who did not impress authority 

figures in any remarkable way. Except as fuck   -ups.

My friends, most of whom were born in the 1950s, felt the same way about the kids 

everyone called “burnouts.” On the weekend following the suicides, a friend’s band, the 

Grinders, were playing at My Father’s Place, a Long Island club. That night the guys 

dedicated a song, “The Kids in the Basement,” to the four teens from Bergenfield: This 

is for the suicide kids. In the weeks following the suicide pact, a number of bands in the 

tri   -state area also dedicated songs to them. Their deaths had hit close to home. . . .

A week or two after the suicide pact, The Village Voice assigned me to go to 

Bergenfield. Now this was not a story I would’ve volunteered for. . . . But one day my 

editor at the Voice called to ask if I wanted to go to Bergenfield. She knew my 

 background—that I knew suburbia, that I could talk to kids. By now I fully embraced 

the sociologist’s ethical commitment to the “rights of the researched,” and the social 

worker’s vow of client confidentiality. As far as suicidal teenagers were concerned, I felt 

that if I couldn’t help them, I didn’t want to bother them.

But I was really pissed off at what I kept reading. How people in Bergenfield openly 

referred to the four kids as “troubled losers.” Even after they were dead, nobody cut them any 

slack. “Burnouts,” “druggies,” “dropouts.” Something was wrong. So I took the opportunity.

From the beginning, I believed that the Bergenfield suicides symbolized a tragic 

defeat for young people. Something was happening in the larger society that was not yet 

comprehended. Scholars spoke ominously of “the postmodern condition,” “societal 

upheaval,” “decay,” “anomie.” Meanwhile, American kids kept losing ground, showing all 

the symptoms of societal neglect. Many were left to fend for themselves, often with little 

success. The news got worse. Teenage suicides continued, and still nobody seemed to be 

getting the point.

Now, in trying to understand this event, I might have continued working within the 

established discourse on teenage suicide. I might have carried on the tradition of obscur-

ing the bigger picture, psychologizing the Bergenfield suicide pact, interviewing the 

parents of the four youths, hounding their friends for the gory details. I might have spent 

my time probing school records, tracking down their teachers and shrinks for insights, 

focusing on their personal histories and intimate relationships. I might have searched out 

the individual motivations behind the words left in the note written and signed by each 

youth on the brown paper bag found with their bodies on March 11. But I did not.

Because the world has changed for today’s kids. We also engaged in activities that 

adults called self   -destructive. But for my generation, “doing it” meant having sex; for 

them, it means committing suicide.
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“Teenage suicide” was a virtually nonexistent category prior to 1960. But between 

1950 and 1980 it nearly tripled, and at the time of the Bergenfield suicide pact it was 

described as the second leading cause of death among America’s young people; “acci-

dents” were the first. The actual suicide rate among people aged 15 to 24—the statistical 

category for teenage suicide—is estimated to be even higher, underreported because of 

social stigma. Then there are the murky numbers derived from drug overdoses and car 

crashes, recorded as accidents. To date, there are more than 5,000 teen suicides annually, 

accounting for 12 percent of youth mortalities. An estimated 400,000 adolescents 

attempt suicide each year. While youth suicide rates leveled off by 1980, by mid   -decade 

they began to increase again. Although they remained lower than adult suicide rates, the 

acceleration at which youth suicide rates increased was alarming. By 1987, we had books 

and articles detailing “copycat” and “cluster” suicides. Teenage suicide was now described 

as an epidemic.

Authors, experts, and scholars compiled the lists of kids’ names, ages, dates, and pos-

sible motives. They generated predictive models: Rural and suburban white kids do it 

more often. Black kids in America’s urban teenage wastelands are more likely to kill each 

other. Increasingly, alcohol and drugs are involved. In some cases, adults have tried to 

identify the instigating factor as a lyric or a song—Judas Priest, Ozzy Osbourne. Or else 

a popular film about the subject—the suicide of a celebrity; too much media attention 

or not enough.

Some kids do it violently: drowning, hanging, slashing, jumping, or crashing. Fire-

arms are still the most popular. Others prefer to go out more peacefully, by gas or drug 

overdose. Boys do it more than girls, though girls try it more often than boys. And it 

does not seem to matter if kids are rich or poor.

Throughout the 1980s, teenage suicide clusters appeared across the country—six or 

seven deaths, sometimes more, in a short period of time in a single community. In the 

boomtown of Plano, Texas. The fading factory town of Leominster, Massachusetts. At 

Bryan High School in a white, working   -class suburb of Omaha, Nebraska. A series of 

domino suicides among Arapaho Indian youths at the Wind River Reservation in Wyo-

ming. Six youth suicides in the county of Westchester, New York, in 1984; five in 1985 

and seven in 1986.

Sometimes they were close friends who died together in pacts of two. In other cases, 

one followed shortly after the other, unable to survive apart. Then there were strangers 

who died alone, in separate incidents timed closely together.

The Bergenfield suicide pact of March 11 was alternately termed a “multiple   -death 

pact,” a “quadruple suicide,” or simply a “pact,” depending on where you read about it. 

Some people actually called it a mass suicide because the Bergenfield case reminded 

them of Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978, where over 900 followers of Jim Jones poisoned 

themselves, fearing their community would be destroyed.

As experts speculated over the deaths in Bergenfield, none could recall a teenage 

suicide pact involving four people dying together; it was historically unique.

I wondered, did the “burnouts” see themselves as a community under siege? Like Jim 

Jones’ people, or the 960 Jews at Masada who jumped to their deaths rather than face defeat 
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at the hands of the Romans? Were the “burnouts” of Bergenfield choosing death over sur-

render? Surrender to what? Were they martyrs? If so, what was their common cause?

Because the suicide pact was a collective act, it warrants a social explanation—a por-

trait of the “burnouts” in Bergenfield as actors within a particular social landscape.

For a long time now, the discourse of teenage suicide has been dominated by atom-

izing psychological and medical models. And so the larger picture of American youth as 

members of a distinctive generation with a unique collective biography, emerging at a 

particular moment in history, has been lost.

The starting   -off point for this research, then, is a teenage suicide pact in an “upper   -

poor” white ethnic suburb in northern New Jersey. But, of course, the story did not 

begin and will not end in Bergenfield.

Yes, there were specific sociocultural patterns operating in Bergenfield through which 

a teenage suicide pact became objectively possible. Yes, there were particular conditions 

which influenced how the town reacted to the event. Yes, there were reasons—that unique 

constellation of circumstances congealed in the lives of the four youths in the years, weeks, 

and days prior to March 11—that made suicide seem like their best alternative.

Given the four youths’ personal histories, their losses, their failures, their shattered 

dreams, the motivation to die in this way seems transparent. Yet, after the suicide pact, 

in towns across the country, on television and in the press, people asked, “Why did they 

do it?” But I went to Bergenfield with other questions.

This was a suicide pact that involved close friends who were by no accounts obsessed, 

star   -crossed lovers. What would make four people want to die together? Why would 

they ask, in their collective suicide note, to be waked and buried together? Were they 

part of a suicide cult?

If not, what was the nature of the social bond that tied them so closely? What could 

be so intimately binding that in the early morning hours of March 11 not one of them 

could stop, step back from the pact they had made to say, “Wait, I can’t do this”? Who 

were these kids that everybody called “burnouts”?

“Greasers,” “hoods,” “beats,” “freaks,” “hippies,” “punks.” From the 1950s onward, 

these groups have signified young people’s refusal to cooperate. In the social order of the 

American high school, teens are expected to do what they are told—make the grade, win 

the prize, play the game. Kids who refuse have always found something else to do. Some-

times it kills them; sometimes it sets them free.

In the 1980s, as before, high school kids at the top were the “preps,” “jocks,” or 

“brains,” depending on the region. In white suburban high schools in towns like 

Bergenfield, the “burnouts” are often the kids near the bottom—academically, economi-

cally, and socially.

To outsiders, they look tough, scruffy, poor, wild. Uninvolved in and unimpressed by 

convention, they create an alternative world, a retreat, a refuge. Some burnouts are 

proud; they “wave their freak flags high.” They call themselves burnouts to flaunt their 

break with the existing order, as a form of resistance, a statement of refusal.

But the meaning changes when “burnout” is hurled by an outsider. Then it hurts. It’s 

an insult. Everyone knows you don’t call somebody a burnout to their face unless you 
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are looking for a fight. At that point, the word becomes synonymous with “troubled 

loser,” “druggie”—all the things the press and some residents of the town called the four 

kids who died together in Tommy Olton’s Camaro.

How did kids in Bergenfield become “burnouts,” I wondered. At what point were they 

identified as outcasts? Was this a labeling process or one of self   -selection? What kinds of 

lives did they have? What resources were available for them? What choices did they have? 

What ties did these kids have to the world outside Bergenfield? Where did their particular 

subculture come from? Why in the 1980s, the Reagan years, in white, suburban America?

What were their hopes and fears? What did heavy metal, Satan, suicide and long hair 

mean to them? Who were their heroes, their gods? What saved them and what betrayed 

them in the long, cold night?

And what was this “something evil in the air” that people spoke about? Were the kids 

in Bergenfield “possessed”? Was the suicide pact an act of cowardice by four “losers,” or 

the final refuge of kids helplessly and hopelessly trapped? How different was Bergenfield 

from other towns?

Could kids be labeled to death? How much power did these labels have? I wanted to 

meet other kids in Bergenfield who were identified as “burnouts” to find out what it felt 

like to carry these labels. I wanted to understand the existential situation they operated 

in—not simply as hapless losers, helpless victims, or tragic martyrs, but also as historical 

actors determined in their choices, resistant, defiant.

Because the suicide pact in Bergenfield seemed to be a symptom of something larger, 

a metaphor for something more universal, I moved on from there to other towns. For 

almost two years I spent my time reading thrash magazines, seeing shows, and hanging 

out with “burnouts” and “dirtbags” as well as kids who slip through such labels. . . .

From the beginning, I decided I didn’t want to dwell too much on the negatives. I 

wanted to understand how alienated kids survived, as well as how they were defeated. 

How did they maintain their humanity against what I now felt were impossible odds? I 

wondered. What keeps young people together when the world they are told to trust no 

longer seems to work?

What motivates them to be decent human beings when nobody seems to respect 

them or take them seriously? . . . 

Joe’s1 been up for more than a day already. He’s fried, his clothes are getting crusty, and 

he points to his armpits and says he smells (he doesn’t). He’s broke, he misses his girl-

friend. He says he can’t make it without someone. His girlfriend dumped him last year. 

He’s gone out with other girls, but it’s not the same. And he knows he can’t win in this 

town. He’s got a bad name. What’s the use. He’s tried it at least six times. Once he gashed 

at his vein with an Army knife he picked up in Times Square. He strokes the scars.

Tonight, he says, he’s going to a Bible study class. Some girl he met invited him. 

Shows me a God pamphlet, inspirational literature. He doesn’t want anyone to know 

about this, though. He thought the Jesus girl was nice. He’s meeting her at seven. Bobby 

comes back in the room with Nicky, looking for cigarettes.

Later in the living room Joe teases Doreen. Poking at her, he gets rough. Bobby moni-

tors him: “Calm down, Joe.” We are just sitting around playing music, smoking 
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cigarettes. Fooling around. “Did you see those Jesus freaks down at Cooper’s Pond the 

other day?” Randy laughs. Nicky tells Joe to forget it. “Jesus chicks won’t just go with 

you; you have to date them for a long time, pretend you’re serious about them. They 

don’t fuck you right away: It’s not worth the bother.”

Suicide comes up again. Joan and Susie have razor scars. The guys make Susie show 

me her freshly bandaged wrists. I look at her. She’s such a beautiful girl. She’s sitting 

there with her boyfriend, Randy, just fooling around. I ask her quietly: Why are you 

doing this? She smiles at me seductively. She doesn’t say anything. What the fuck is this, 

erotic? Kicks? Romantic? I feel cold panic.

Nicky slashed his wrists when his old girlfriend moved out of state. His scars are 

much older. I motion to him about Susie. Discreetly he says: It’s best just to ignore it, don’t 

pay too much attention. Throughout the afternoon I try every trick I know to get Susie 

to talk to me. She won’t. She’s shy, quiet; she’s all inside herself.

And I really don’t want to push too hard. The kids say they’re already going nuts from 

all the suicide   -prevention stuff. You can’t panic. But I have to figure out if this is a cult, 

a fad, a hobby, or something I’m supposed to report to the police. I’m afraid to leave.

I wonder, do they know the difference between vertical and horizontal cuts? Don’t their 

parents, their teachers, the cops, and neighbors see this shit going on? Maybe they feel as 

confused as I do. Maybe this is why they didn’t see it coming here, and in the other towns. 

You can’t exactly go around strip   -searching teenagers to see if they have slash wounds. . . . 

After the suicide pact, parents complained that the kids really did need somewhere to go 

when school let out. The after   -school activities were limited to academics, sports, or orga-

nized school clubs. Even with part   -time after   -school jobs, a number of the town’s young 

people did not find the conventional activities offered by the town particularly intriguing.

But according to established adult reasoning, if you didn’t get absorbed into the 

legitimate, established routine of social activity, you’d be left to burn out on street cor-

ners, killing time, getting wasted. It was impossible for anyone to imagine any autono-

mous activity that nonconforming youth en masse might enjoy that would not be 

self   -destructive, potentially criminal, or meaningless.

Parents understood that the lack of “anything to do” often led to drug and alcohol 

abuse. Such concerns were aired at the volatile meeting in the auditorium of Bergenfield 

High School. It was agreed that the kids’ complaint of “no place to go” had to be taken 

seriously. Ten years ago, in any suburban town, teenagers’ complaints of “nothing to do” 

would have been met with adult annoyance. But not anymore.

In Bergenfield, teenage boredom could no longer be dismissed as the whining of 

spoiled suburban kids. Experts now claimed that national rates of teenage suicide were 

higher in suburbs and rural areas because of teen isolation and boredom. In Bergenfield, 

adults articulated the fact that many local kids did hang out on street corners and in 

parks looking for drugs because things at home weren’t too good.

Youngsters have always been cautioned by adults that the devil would make good use 

of their idle hands. But now they understood something else: Boredom led to drugs, and 

boredom could kill. Yet it was taken for granted that if you refused to be colonized, if 

you ventured beyond the boundaries circumscribed by adults, you were “looking for 
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trouble.” But in reality, it was adult organization of young people’s social reality over the 

last few hundred years that had created this miserable situation: one’s youth as wasted 

years. Being wasted and getting wasted. Adults often wasted kids’ time with meaningless 

activities, warehousing them in school; kids in turn wasted their own time on drugs. Just 

to have something to do.

So by now whenever kids hang out, congregating in some unstructured setting, 

adults read dangerousness. Even if young people are talking about serious things, work-

ing out plans for the future, discussing life, jobs, adults just assume they are getting 

wasted. They are. . . .

For the duration of my stay, in almost every encounter, the outcast members of 

Bergenfield’s youth population would tell me these things: The cops are dicks, the school 

blows, the jocks suck, Billy Milano (lead singer of now defunct S.O.D.—Stormtroopers 

of Death) was from a nearby town, and Iron Maiden had dedicated “Wasted Years” to 

the Burress sisters the last time the band played Jersey. These were their cultural badges 

of honor, unknown to the adults.

Like many suburban towns, Bergenfield is occupationally mixed. Blue   -collar aristo-

crats may make more money than college professors, and so one’s local class identity is 

unclear. Schools claim to track kids in terms of “ability,” and cliques are determined by 

subculture, style, participation, and refusal.

Because the myth of a democratized mass makes class lines in the suburbs of the 

United States so ambiguous to begin with, differences in status become the critical lines 

of demarcation. And in the mostly white, mainly Christian town of Bergenfield, where 

there are neither very rich nor very poor people, this sports thing became an important 

criterion for determining “who’s who” among the young people.

The girls played this out, too, as they always have, deriving their status by involve-

ment in school (as cheerleaders, in clubs, in the classroom). And just as important, by 

the boys they hung around with. They were defined by who they were, by what they 

wore, by where they were seen, and with whom.

Like any other “Other,” the kids at the bottom, who everybody here simply called 

burnouts, were actually a conglomerate of several cliques—serious druggies, Dead-

heads, dirtbags, skinheads, metalheads, thrashers, and punks. Some were good students, 

from “good” families with money and prestige. In any other setting all of these people 

might have been bitter rivals, or at least very separate cliques. But here, thanks to the 

adults and the primacy of sports, they were all lumped together—united by virtue of a 

common enemy, the jocks. . . .

For a bored, ignored, lonely kid, drug oblivion may offer immediate comfort; pur-

pose and adventure in the place of everyday ennui. But soon it has a life of its own—at 

a psychic and a social level, the focus of your life becomes getting high (or well as some 

people describe it). Ironically, the whole miserable process often begins as a positive act 

of self   -preservation.

Both the dirts and the burnt may understand how they are being fucked over and by 

whom. And while partying rituals may actually celebrate the refusal to play the game, 

neither group has a clue where to take it beyond the parking lot of 7   -Eleven.
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So they end up stranded in teenage wasteland. They devote their lives to their bands, 

to their friends, to partying; they live in the moment. They’re going down in flames, 

taking literally the notion that “rust never sleeps,” that it is “better to burn out than fade 

away.” While left   -leaning adults have valorized the politically minded punks and right   -

wing groups have engaged some fascistic skins, nobody really thinks too much about 

organizing dirts or burnouts. Law enforcement officials, special education teachers, and 

drug treatment facilities are the adults who are concerned with these kids.

Such wasted suburban kids are typically not politically “correct,” nor do they consti-

tute an identifiable segment of the industrial working class. They are not members of a 

specific racial or ethnic minority, and they have few political advocates. Only on the 

political issues of abortion and the death penalty for minors will wasted teenage girls 

and boys be likely to find adults in their corner.

Small in numbers, isolated in decaying suburbs, they aren’t visible on any national 

scale until they are involved in something that really horrifies us, like a suicide pact, 

or parricide, or incest, or “satanic” sacrifice. For the most part, burnouts and dirtbags 

are anomic small   -town white boys and girls, just trying to get through the day. Their 

way of fighting back is to have enough fun to kill themselves before everything else 

does. . . .

In the scheme of things, average American kids who don’t have rich or well   -

connected parents have had these choices: Play the game and try to get ahead. Do what 

your parents did—work yourself to death at a menial job and find solace in beer, God, 

or family. Or take risks, cut deals, or break the law. The Reagan years made it hard for 

kids to “put their noses to the grindstone” as their parents had. Like everyone, these 

people hoped for better lives. But they lived in an age of inflated expectations and 

diminishing returns. Big and fast money was everywhere, and ever out of reach. America 

now had an economy that worked sort of like a cocaine high—propped up by hot air 

and big debt. The substance was absent. People’s lives were like that too, and at times 

they were crashing hard.

In the meantime, wherever you were, you could still dream of becoming spectacular. 

A special talent could be your ticket out. Long Island kids had role models in bands like 

the Crumbsuckers, Ludichrist, Twisted Sister, Steve Vai, and Pat Benatar. North Jersey 

was full of sports celebrities and rock millionaires—you grew up hoping you’d end up 

like Mike Tyson or Jon Bon Jovi. Or like Keith Richards, whose father worked in a fac-

tory; or Ozzy, who also came from a grim English factory town, a hero who escaped the 

drudge because he was spectacular. This was the hip version of the American dream.

Kids who go for the prize now understand there are only two choices—rise to the top 

or crash to the bottom. Many openly admit that they would rather end it all now than 

end up losers. The nine   -to   -five world, corporate grunt life, working at the same job for 

30 years, that’s not for them. They’d prefer to hold out until the last possibility and then 

just piss on it all. The big easy or the bottomless pit, but never the everyday drone. And 

as long as there are local heroes and stories, you can still believe you have a chance to 

emerge from the mass as something larger than life. You can still play the great lottery 

and dream.
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Schools urge kids to make these choices as early as possible, in a variety of ways. In 

the terse words of the San Francisco hardcore band MDC: There’s no such thing as 

cheating in a loser’s game. Many kids who start out as nobody from nowhere with noth-

ing will end up that way. Nevertheless, everyone pretends that everything is possible if 

you give it your best shot. We actually believe it. While educators hope to be as efficient 

as possible in figuring out where unspectacular students can plug into the workforce, 

kids try to play at being one in a million, some way of shining, even if it’s just for a 

while. . . .

Girls get slightly different choices. They may hope to become spectacular by virtue of 

their talents and their beauty. Being the girlfriend of a guy in a band means you might 

get to live in his mansion someday if you stick it out with him during the lean years. You 

might just end up like Bon Jovi’s high school sweetheart, or married to someone like 

Cinderella’s lead singer—he married his hometown girlfriend and helped set her up in 

her own business. These are suburban fairy tales.

Around here, some girls who are beautiful and talented hope to become stars, too, 

like Long Island’s local products Debbie Gibson and Taylor Dayne. Some hope to be like 

actress Heather Locklear and marry someone really hot like Motley Cruë’s drummer, 

Tommy Lee. If you could just get to the right place at the right time.

But most people from New Jersey and Long Island or anywhere else in America don’t 

end up rich and famous. They have some fun trying, though, and for a while life isn’t 

bad at all.

Yet, if you are unspectacular—not too book   -smart, of average looks and moderate 

creative ability—there have always been places for you. Much of your teachers’ efforts 

will be devoted to your more promising peers, and so will your nation’s resources. But 

your parents will explain to you that this is the way it is, and early on, you will know to 

expect very little from school.

There are still a few enclaves, reservations. The shop and crafting culture of your 

parents’ class of origin is one pocket of refuge. In the vocational high school, your inter-

ests are rewarded, once you have allowed yourself to be dumped there. And if the skills 

you gather there don’t really lead to anything much, there’s always the military.

Even though half the kids in America today will never go to college, the country still 

acts as if they will. At least, most schools seem to be set up to prepare you for college. 

And if it’s not what you can or want to do, their attitude is tough shit, it’s your 

problem.

And your most devoted teachers at vocational high school will never tell you that the 

training you will get from them is barely enough to get your foot in the door. You picture 

yourself getting into something with a future only to find that your skills are obsolete, 

superficial, and the boss prefers people with more training, more experience, more 

promise. So you are stuck in dead   -end “youth employment jobs,” and now what?

According to the William T. Grant Commission on Work, Family and Citizenship, 20 

million people between the ages of 16 and 24 are not likely to go to college. The “forgot-

ten half,” as youth advocates call them, will find jobs in service and retail. But the money 

is bad, only half that of typical manufacturing jobs. The good, stable jobs that don’t 
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require advanced training have been disappearing rapidly. From 1979 to 1985 the U.S.A. 

suffered a net loss of 1.7 million manufacturing jobs. What’s left?

In my neighborhood, the shipping and warehousing jobs that guys like the Grinders 

took, hedging their bets against rock stardom, are now seen as “good jobs” by the 

younger guys at Metal 24. I am regularly asked to . . . “find out if they’re hiring” down 

at [the] shipping company. Dead   -end kids around here who aren’t working with family 

are working “shit jobs.”

The skills used in a typical “shit job” . . . involve slapping rancid butter on stale hard 

rolls, mopping the floor, selling Lotto tickets, making sure shelves and refrigerators are 

clean, sorting and stacking magazines, taking delivery on newspapers, and signing out 

videos. They are also advised to look out for shoplifters, to protect the register, and to 

be sure that the surveillance camera is running. Like most kids in shit jobs, they are most 

skilled at getting over on the boss and in developing strategies to ward off boredom. It 

is not unusual to see kids at the supermarket cash register or the mall clothing shop 

standing around with a glazed look in their eyes. And you will often hear them complain 

of boredom, tiredness, or whine: I can’t wait to get out of here. Usually, in shit jobs this 

is where it begins and ends. There aren’t many alternatives.

Everywhere, such kids find getting into a union or having access to supervisory or 

managerial tracks hard to come by. Some forms of disinvestment are more obvious than 

others. In a company town, you will be somewhat clear about what is going on. At the 

end of the 1980s, the defense industry of Long Island seemed threatened; people feared 

that their lives would soon be devastated.

But the effect of a changing economic order on most kids only translates into scram-

bling for a new safety zone. It is mostly expressed as resentment against entrepreneurial 

foreigners (nonwhites) and as anomie—a vague sense of loss, then confusion about 

where they might fit in. . . .

So where are we going? Some people fear we are polarizing into a two   -class nation, 

rich and poor. More precisely, a privileged knowledge   -producing class and a low   -paid, 

low   -status service class. It is in the public high school that this division of labor for an 

emergent postindustrial local economy is first articulated. At the top are the kids who 

will hold jobs in a highly competitive technological economic order, who will advance 

and be respected if they cooperate and excel.

At the bottom are kids with poor basic skills, short attention spans, limited emotional 

investment in the future. Also poor housing, poor nutrition, bad schooling, bad lives. 

And in their bad jobs they will face careers of unsatisfying part   -time work, low pay, no 

benefits, and no opportunity for advancement.

There are the few possibilities offered by a relative—a coveted place in a union, a 

chance to join a small family business in a service trade, a spot in a small shop. In my 

neighborhood, kids dream of making a good score on the cop tests, working up from 

hostess to waitress. Most hang out in limbo hoping to get called for a job in the sheriff ’s 

department, or the parks, or sanitation. They’re on all the lists, although they know the 

odds for getting called are slim. The lists are frozen, the screening process is endless.
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Meantime they hold jobs for a few months here and there, or they work off the 

books, or at two bad jobs at once. . . .

When he gave the eulogy at his godson’s funeral, Tommy Olton’s uncle Richard was 

quoted as saying: When I held you in my arms at your baptism, I wanted it to be a fresh 

start, for you to be more complete than we had ever been ourselves, but I wonder if we 

expected too much. In thinking only of ourselves, maybe we passed down too great a 

burden.

Trans   -historically, cross   -culturally, humans have placed enormous burdens on their 

young. Sometimes these burdens have been primarily economic: The child contributes 

to the economy of the family or tribe. Sometimes the burden has been social—the child 

is a contribution to the immortality of our creed. Be fruitful and multiply.

But the spiritual burden we pass on to the child may be the most difficult to bear. We 

do expect them to fulfill an incompleteness in ourselves, in our world. Our children are 

our vehicle for the realization of unfulfilled human dreams: our class aspirations, our 

visions of social justice and world peace, of a better life on earth.

Faith in the child, in the next generation, helps get us through this life. Without this 

hope in the future through the child we could not endure slavery, torture, war, genocide, 

or even the ordinary, everyday grind of a “bad life.” The child   -as   -myth is an empty slate 

upon which we carve our highest ideals. For human beings, the child is God, utopia, and 

the future incarnate. The Bergenfield suicide pact ruptured the sacred trust between the 

generations. It was a negation.

After I had been to Bergenfield, people asked me: Why did they do it? People want to 

know in 25 words or less. But it’s more complicated than that. I usually just say: They 

had bad lives, and try to explain why these lives ended where, when, and how they did. 

But I still wonder, at what point are people pushed over the line?

On the surface the ending of the four kids’ bad lives can be explained away by the 

“case history” approach. Three of the four had suicidal or self   -destructive adult role 

models: the suicide of Tommy Olton’s father, the drug   -related death of the Burress 

sisters’ father. Tommy Rizzo, along with his three friends, had experienced the recent 

loss of a beloved friend, Joe Major. Before Joe, the death of three other local “burn-

outs.” Then there was the chronic drug and alcohol abuse, an acknowledged contrib-

uting factor in suicide. Families ruptured by divorce, death, estrangement. Failure at 

school.

But these explanations alone would not add up to a suicide pact among four kids. If 

they did, the teenage suicide rate would be much, much higher. The personal problems 

experienced by the four kids were severe, painful, but by the 1980s, they were no longer 

remarkable.

For a while I wondered if the excessive labeling process in Bergenfield was killing off 

the “burnouts.” Essentially, their role, their collective identity in their town was that of 

the “nigger” or “Jew.” Us and Them, the One and the Other. And once they were consti-

tuted as “burnouts” by the town’s hegemonic order, the kids played out their assigned 

role as self   -styled outcasts with irony, style, and verve.
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Yes, Bergenfield was guilty of blaming the victim. But only slightly more guilty than 

any other town. Labeling, blaming the victim, and conferring rewards on more coopera-

tive kids was cruel, but also not remarkable in the eighties.

As I felt from the beginning, the unusually cloying geography of Bergenfield seemed 

somehow implicated in the suicide pact. The landscape appeared even more circum-

scribed because of the “burnouts’” lack of legitimate space in the town: They were too 

old for the [roller skating] Rink, and the Building [an abandoned warehouse taken over 

by the teens] was available for criminal trespass only. Outcast, socially and spatially, for 

years the “burnouts” had been chased from corner to parking lot, and finally, to the 

garage bays of Foster Village. They were nomads, refugees in the town of their birth. 

There was no place for them. They felt unloved, unwanted, devalued, disregarded, and 

discarded.

But this little town, not even two miles long from north to south, was just a dot on a 

much larger map. It wasn’t the whole world. Hip adults I know, friends who grew up 

feeling like outcasts in their hometown, were very sympathetic to the plight of the 

“burnouts.” Yet even they often held out one last question, sometimes contemptuously: 

Why didn’t they just leave? As if the four kids had failed even as outcasts. My friends 

found this confusing: No matter how worthless the people who make the rules say you are, 

you don’t have to play their game. You can always walk and not look back, they would 

argue. People who feel abject and weird in their hometown simply move away.

But that has always been a class privilege. The townies are the poor kids, the wounded 

street warriors who stay behind. And besides, escape was easier for everyone 20 years 

ago. American society had safety nets then that don’t exist now—it’s just not the same 

anymore.

During the eighties, dead   -end kids—kids with personal problems and unspectacular 

talents living in punitive or indifferent towns with a sense of futility about life—became 

more common. There were lots of kids with bad lives. They didn’t all commit suicide. 

But I believe that in another decade, Tommy Rizzo, Cheryl Burress, Tommy Olton, and 

Lisa Burress would not have “done it.” They might have had more choices, or choices 

that really meant something to them. Teenage suicide won’t go away until kids’ bad lives 

do. Until there are other ways of moving out of bad lives, suicide will remain 

attractive.

Endnote

 1. As I promised the kids I met hanging out on the streets of Bergen County and on Long 
Island, “No names, no pictures.” Names such as “Joe,” “Eddie,” and “Doreen” are fictitious, 
changed to protect their privacy.
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An Intersection of Biography 
and History

My Intellectual Journey

READING 3

Mary Romero

This selection by Mary Romero is another example of C. Wright Mills’s socio-

logical imagination. Romero is a professor in the School of Justice Studies and 

Social Inquiry at Arizona State University, where she teaches sociology and 

Chicano studies. In this excerpt, Romero explains how biography and history 

influenced her investigation of domestic service work done by Chicanas. In 

particular, she describes her research process, which involved reinterpreting her 

own and others’ domestic service experiences within the larger work history of 

Mexican Americans and the devaluation of housework. This selection is from 

the introduction to Romero’s 1992 book, Maid in the U.S.A., a study of domes-

tic work and the social interactions between domestics and their employers.

W
hen I was growing up many of the women whom I knew worked cleaning 

other people’s houses. Domestic service was part of my taken   -for   -granted 

reality. Later, when I had my own place, I considered housework something 

you did before company came over. My first thought that domestic service and house-

work might be a serious research interest came as a result of a chance encounter with 

live   -in domestics along the U.S.-Mexican border. Before beginning a teaching position 

at the University of Texas at El Paso, I stayed with a colleague while apartment hunting. 

My colleague had a live   -in domestic to assist with housecleaning and cooking. Asking 

around, I learned that live   -in maids were common in El Paso, even among apartment 

and condominium dwellers. The hiring of maids from Mexico was so common that 

locals referred to Monday as the border patrol’s day off because the agents ignored the 

Mary Romero, “An Intersection of Biography and History: My Intellectual Journey,” from Maid in the U.S.A. 

Copyright © 1992 by Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc. Reprinted with the permission of Routledge/Taylor 

& Francis Books, Inc.
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women crossing the border to return to their employers’ homes after their weekend off. 

The practice of hiring undocumented Mexican women as domestics, many of whom 

were no older than 15, seemed strange to me. It was this strangeness that raised the topic 

of domestic service as a question and made problematic what had previously been taken 

for granted.

I must admit that I was shocked at my colleague’s treatment of the 16   -year   -old 

domestic whom I will call Juanita. Only recently hired, Juanita was still adjusting to her 

new environment. She was extremely shy, and her timidity was made even worse by 

constant flirting from her employer. As far as I could see, every attempt Juanita made to 

converse was met with teasing so that the conversation could never evolve into a serious 

discussion. Her employer’s sexist, paternalistic banter effectively silenced the domestic, 

kept her constantly on guard, and made it impossible for her to feel comfortable at 

work. For instance, when she informed the employer of a leaky faucet, he shot her a look 

of disdain, making it clear that she was overstepping her boundaries. I observed other 

encounters that clearly served to remind Juanita of her subservient place in her employ-

er’s home.

Although Juanita was of the same age as my colleague’s oldest daughter and but a 

few years older than his two sons, she was treated differently from the other teenagers 

in the house. She was expected to share her bedroom with the ironing board, sewing 

machine, and other spare   -room types of objects.1 More importantly, she was assumed 

to have different wants and needs. I witnessed the following revealing exchange. 

Juanita was poor. She had not brought toiletries with her from Mexico. Since she had 

not yet been paid, she had to depend on her employer for necessities. Yet instead of 

offering her a small advance in her pay so she could purchase the items herself and 

giving her a ride to the nearby supermarket to select her own toiletries, the employer 

handled Juanita’s request for toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo, soap, and the like in 

the following manner. In the presence of all the family and the houseguest, he made a 

list of the things she needed. Much teasing and joking accompanied the encounter. 

The employer shopped for her and purchased only generic brand items, which were a 

far cry from the brand   -name products that filled the bathroom of his 16   -year   -old 

daughter. Juanita looked at the toothpaste, shampoo, and soap with confusion; she 

may never have seen generic products before, but she obviously knew that a distinc-

tion had been made.

One evening I walked into the kitchen as the employer’s young sons were shouting 

orders at Juanita. They pointed to the dirty dishes on the table and pans in the sink and 

yelled: WASH! CLEAN! Juanita stood frozen next to the kitchen door, angry and humili-

ated. Aware of possible repercussions for Juanita if I reprimanded my colleague’s sons, I 

responded awkwardly by reallocating chores to everyone present. I announced that I 

would wash the dishes and the boys would clear the table. Juanita washed and dried 

dishes alongside me, and together we finished cleaning the kitchen. My colleague 

returned from his meeting to find us in the kitchen washing the last pan. The look on 

his face was more than enough to tell me that he was shocked to find his houseguest—

and future colleague—washing dishes with the maid. His embarrassment at my 



Mary Romero   21

behavior confirmed my suspicion that I had violated the normative expectations of class 

behavior within the home. He attempted to break the tension with a flirtatious and sex-

ist remark to Juanita which served to excuse her from the kitchen and from any further 

discussion.

The conversation that followed revealed how my colleague chose to interpret my 

behavior. Immediately after Juanita’s departure from the kitchen, he initiated a discus-

sion about “Chicano radicals” and the Chicano movement. Although he was a foreign   -

born Latino, he expressed sympathy for la causa. Recalling the one Chicano graduate 

student he had known to obtain a Ph.D. in sociology, he gave several accounts of how 

the student’s political behavior had disrupted the normal flow of university activity. 

Lowering his voice to a confidential whisper, he confessed to understanding why Marx-

ist theory has become so popular among Chicano students. The tone of his comments 

and the examples that he chose made me realize that my “outrageous” behavior was 

explained, and thus excused, on the basis of my being one of those “Chicano radicals.” 

He interpreted my washing dishes with his maid as a symbolic act; that is, I was affiliated 

with los de abajo.

My behavior had been comfortably defined without addressing the specific issue 

of maids. My colleague then further subsumed the topic under the rubric of “the 

servant problem” along the border. (His reaction was not unlike the attitude employ-

ers have displayed toward domestic service in the United States for the last hundred 

years.)2 He began by providing me with chapter and verse about how he had aided 

Mexican women from Juarez by helping them cross the border and employing them 

in his home. He took further credit for introducing them to the appliances found in 

an American middle   -class home. He shared several funny accounts about teaching 

country women from Mexico to use the vacuum cleaner, electric mixer, and micro-

wave (remember the maid scene in the movie El Norte?) and implicitly blamed them 

for their inability to work comfortably around modern conveniences. For this “on   -

the   -job training” and introduction to American culture, he complained, his generos-

ity and goodwill had been rewarded by a high turnover rate. As his account 

continued, he assured me that most maids were simply working until they found a 

husband. In his experience they worked for a few months or less and then did not 

return to work on Monday morning after their first weekend off. Of course it never 

dawned on him that they may simply have found a job with better working 

conditions.

The following day, Juanita and I were alone in the house. As I mustered up my best 

Spanish, we shared information about our homes and families. After a few minutes of 

laughter about my simple sentence structure, Juanita lowered her head and in a sad, 

quiet voice told me how isolated and lonely she felt in this middle   -class suburb liter-

ally within sight of Juarez. Her feelings were not the consequence of the work or of 

frustrations with modern appliances, nor did she complain about the absence of 

Mexican people in the neighborhood; her isolation and loneliness were in response to 

the norms and values surrounding domestic service. She described the situation quite 

clearly in expressing puzzlement over the social interactions she had with her 
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employer’s family: Why didn’t her employer’s children talk to her or include her in any 

of their activities when she wasn’t working? Her reaction was not unlike that of Lillian 

Pettengill, who wrote about her two   -year experience as a domestic in Philadelphia 

households at the turn of the century: “I feel my isolation alone in a big house full of 

people.”3

Earlier in the day, Juanita had unsuccessfully tried to initiate a conversation with the 

16   -year   -old daughter while she cleaned her room. She was of the same age as the daugh-

ter (who at that moment was in bed reading and watching TV because of menstrual 

cramps—a luxury the maid was not able to claim). She was rebuffed and ignored and 

felt that she became visible only when an order was given. Unable to live with this social 

isolation, she had already made up her mind not to return after her day off in Juarez. I 

observed the total impossibility of communication. The employer would never know 

why she left, and Juanita would not know that she would be considered simply another 

ungrateful Mexican whom he had tried to help.

After I returned to Denver, I thought a lot about the situations of Juanita and the 

other young undocumented Mexican women living in country club areas along the 

border. They worked long days in the intimacy of American middle   -class homes but 

were starved for respect and positive social interaction. Curiously, the employers did not 

treat the domestics as “one of the family,” nor did they consider themselves employers. 

Hiring a domestic was likely to be presented within the context of charity and good 

works; it was considered a matter of helping “these Mexican women” rather than recog-

nized as a work issue.

I was bothered by my encounter along the border, not simply for the obvious human-

itarian reasons, but because I too had once worked as a domestic, just as my mother, 

sister, relatives, and neighbors had. As a teenager, I cleaned houses with my mother on 

weekends and vacations. My own working experience as a domestic was limited because 

I had always been accompanied by my mother or sister instead of working alone. Since 

I was a day worker, my time in the employer’s home was limited and I was able to return 

to my family and community each day. In Juanita’s situation as a live   -in domestic, there 

was no distinction between the time on and off work. I wondered whether domestic 

service had similarly affected my mother, sister, and neighbors. Had they too worked 

beyond the agreed   -upon time? Did they have difficulty managing relationships with 

employers? I never worked alone and was spared the direct negotiations with employers. 

Instead, I cooperated with my mother or sister in completing the housecleaning as 

efficiently and quickly as possible.

I could not recall being yelled at by employers or their children, but I did remember 

anger, resentment, and the humiliation I had felt at kneeling to scrub other people’s 

toilets while they gave step   -by   -step cleaning instructions. I remember feeling uncom-

fortable around employers’ children who never acknowledged my presence except to 

question where I had placed their belongings after I had picked them up off the floor to 

vacuum. After all, my experience was foreign to them; at the age of 14 I worked as a 

domestic while they ran off to swimming, tennis, and piano lessons. Unlike Juanita, I 

preferred to remain invisible as I moved around the employer’s house cleaning. Much 
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later, I learned that the invisibility of workers in domestic service is a common charac-

teristic of the occupation. Ruth Schwartz Cowan has commented on the historical 

aspect of invisibility:

The history of domestic service in the United States is a vast, unresolved puzzle, 

because the social role “servant” so frequently carries with it the unspoken adjec-

tive invisible. In diaries and letters, the “invisible” servant becomes visible only 

when she departs employment (“Mary left today”). In statistical series, she 

appears only when she is employed full   -time, on a live   -in basis; or when she is 

willing to confess the nature of her employment to a census taker, and (especially 

since the Second World War) there have frequently been good reasons for such 

confessions to go unmade.4

Although I remained invisible to most of the employers’ family members, the moth-

ers, curiously enough, seldom let me move around the house invisibly, dusting the 

woodwork and vacuuming carpets. Instead, I was subjected to constant supervision and 

condescending observations about “what a good little girl I was, helping my mother 

clean house.” After I had moved and cleaned behind a hide   -a   -bed and Lazy   -boy chair, 

vacuumed three floors including two sets of stairs, and carried the vacuum cleaner up 

and downstairs twice because “little Johnny” was napping when I was cleaning the 

bedrooms—I certainly didn’t feel like a “little girl helping mother.” I felt like a domestic 

worker!

There were employers who attempted to draw parallels between my adolescent expe-

rience and their teenagers’ behavior: They’d point to the messy bedrooms and claim: 

Well, you’re a teenager, you understand clothes, books, papers, and records on the floor. 

Even at 14, I knew that being sloppy and not picking up after yourself was a privilege. I 

had two brothers and three sisters. I didn’t have my own bedroom but shared a room 

with my sisters. Not one of us would think of leaving our panties on the floor for the 

others to pick up. I didn’t bother to set such employers straight but continued to clean 

in silence, knowing that at the end of the day I would get cash and confident that I would 

soon be old enough to work elsewhere.

Many years later, while attending graduate school, I returned to domestic service as 

an “off   -the   -record” means to supplement my income. Graduate fellowships and teach-

ing assistantships locked me into a fixed income that frequently was not enough to cover 

my expenses.5 So once again I worked alongside my mother for seven hours as we 

cleaned two houses. I earned about 50 dollars for the day. Housecleaning is strenuous 

work, and I returned home exhausted from climbing up and down stairs, bending over, 

rubbing, and scrubbing.

Returning to domestic service as a graduate student was awkward. I tried to reduce 

the status inconsistency in my life by electing to work only in houses from which fami-

lies were absent during the day. If someone appeared while I worked, I ignored their 

presence as they did mine. Since working arrangements had been previously negotiated 

by my mother, I had limited face   -to   -face interactions with employers. Most of the 
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employers knew I was a graduate student, and fortunately, most seemed reluctant to ask 

me too many questions. Our mutual silence served as a way to deal with the status 

inconsistency of a housewife with a B.A. hiring an ABD to clean her house.

I came to El Paso with all of these experiences unquestioned in my memory. My 

presuppositions about domestic service were called into question only after observing 

the more obviously exploitative situation in the border town. I saw how vulnerable 

undocumented women employed as live   -in domestics are and what little recourse they 

have to improve their situation, short of finding another job. Experiencing Juanita’s 

shame and disgust at my colleague’s sons’ behavior brought back a flood of memories 

that eventually influenced me to study the paid housework that I had once taken for 

granted. I began to wonder professionally about the Chicanas employed as domestics 

that I had known throughout my own life: How vulnerable were they to exploitation, 

racism, and sexism? Did their day work status and U.S. citizenship provide protection 

against degradation and humiliation? How did Chicanas go about establishing a labor 

arrangement within a society that marked them as racial and cultural inferiors? How did 

they deal with racial slurs and sexist remarks within their employers’ homes? How did 

Chicanas attempt to negotiate social interactions and informal labor arrangements with 

employers and their families?

An Exploratory Study

The Research Process

Intending to compare my findings with the research on U.S. minority women 

employed as domestics, I chose to limit my study to Chicanas, that is, women of Mexi-

can descent born and raised in the United States. Although many women born in 

Mexico and living in the United States consider themselves Chicanas, my sample did not 

include women born outside the United States. My major concern in making this dis-

tinction was to avoid bringing into the analysis immigration issues that increase the 

vulnerability of the women employed as domestics. I wanted to keep conditions as 

constant as possible to make comparisons with the experiences Judith Rollins, Bonnie 

Thornton Dill, and Soraya Moore Coley report among African American women and 

with Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s study of Japanese American women.6 In order to duplicate 

similar residential and citizenship characteristics of these studies, I restricted my sample 

to Chicanas living in Denver whose families had migrated from rural areas of New 

Mexico and Colorado. All of the women interviewed were U.S. citizens and lived in 

Denver most of their adult lives.

I began the project by soliciting the cooperation of current and former domestics 

from my own family. I relied on domestics to provide entree into informal networks. 

These networks turned out to be particularly crucial in gaining access to an occupation 

that is so much a part of the underground economy. My mother, sister, and sister   -in   -law 

agreed to be interviewed and to provide names of relatives, friends, and neighbors. I also 

identified Chicana domestics in the community with the assistance of outreach workers 
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employed by local churches and social service agencies. The snowball sampling was 

achieved by asking each interviewee to recommend other Chicana domestics as poten-

tial interviewees.

The women were extremely cautious about offering the names of friends and rela-

tives. In most cases, they contacted the person first and only then gave me the name 

and telephone number. This actually turned out to be quite helpful. Potential inter-

viewees had already heard about my study from someone who had been interviewed. 

They had a general idea of the questions I was going to ask and in some cases a little 

background information about who I was. However, on three occasions, I called 

women to ask for an interview and was confronted with resistance and shame. The 

women expressed embarrassment at being identified by their work—as a “house-

keeper” or “cleaning lady.” I responded by sharing my research interests in the occupa-

tion and in the relationship between work and family. I also shared my previous 

experience as a domestic.7 One woman argued with me for 20 minutes about conduct-

ing research on an occupation that was low status, suggesting instead that I study 

Chicana lawyers or doctors, that is, “another occupation that presents our people in a 

more positive light.” Another woman denied ever having worked as a domestic even 

though several women, including her sister   -in   -law, had given me her name as someone 

currently employed as a domestic.

The stigma of domestic service was a problem during the interviews as well. From 

the outset, it was very important for each woman to establish herself as someone more 

than a private household worker. Conducting non   -structured, free   -flowing, and open   -

ended interviews allowed the women to establish multiple identities, particularly diffuse 

family and community roles.

The interviews were conducted in the women’s homes, usually while sitting in the 

living room or at the dining room table with the radio or television on in the back-

ground. Although family members peeked in, for the most part there were few interrup-

tions other than an occasional telephone call. From time to time, the women called to 

their husbands in the other room to ask the name of a street where they had once lived 

or the year the oldest son had been born in order to figure out when they had left and 

returned to work. The average interview lasted two hours, but I often stayed to visit 

and chat long after the interview was over. They told me about their church activities 

and plans to remodel the house and asked me for my opinion on current Chicano 

 politics. Some spread out blankets, tablecloths, and pillow covers to exhibit their needle-

work. They showed me pictures of their children and grandchildren, giving me a walk-

ing tour of living rooms and bedrooms where wedding and high school portraits hung. 

As each one was identified, I learned more about their lives.

I conducted 25 open   -ended interviews with Chicanas living and working in the 

greater Denver metropolitan area. The most visible Chicano communities in Denver are 

in the low   -income neighborhood located in the downtown area or in one of two 

working   -class neighborhoods in the northern and western areas of the city. I inter-

viewed women from each of these communities. I asked them to discuss their overall 

work histories, with particular emphasis on their experiences as domestics. I probed for 

detailed information on domestic work, including strategies for finding employers, 
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definitions of appropriate and inappropriate tasks, the negotiation of working condi-

tions, ways of doing housework efficiently, and the pros and cons of domestic service. 

The accounts included descriptions of the domestics’ relationships with white middle   -

class mistresses and revealed Chicanas’ attitudes toward their employers’ lifestyles.

All of the interviewees’ families of orientation were from northern New Mexico or 

southern Colorado, where many of them had lived and worked on small farms. Some 

of the women had arrived in Denver as children with their parents, others as young 

brides, and still others as single women to join siblings and cousins in Denver’s barrios. 

Several women recalled annual migrations to northern Colorado to pick sugar beets, 

prior to their permanent relocation to Denver. In some cases, the women’s entire fami-

lies of orientation had migrated to Denver; in others, parents and siblings had either 

remained behind or migrated to other cities. Many older women had migrated with 

their husbands after World War II, and several younger women interviewed had arrived 

at the same time, as children. Women who had migrated as single adults typically had 

done so in the last 10 or 15 years. Now they were married and permanently living in 

Denver. . . .

Historical Background

After the Mexican   -American War, Mexicans were given the option to maintain their 

Mexican citizenship and leave the country or become U.S. citizens. Many reluctantly 

chose the latter in order to keep their homes. Although the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

was supposed to guarantee land grant provisions to those who chose to remain in occu-

pied territory, legal and illegal maneuvers were used to eliminate communal usage of 

land and natural resources. Between 1854 and 1930, an estimated 2,000,000 acres of 

private land and 1,700,000 acres of communal land were lost.8 In the arid Southwest, 

small plots were insufficient to continue a subsistence   -based farming economy, thus the 

members of the Hispano community were transformed from landowners to wage labor-

ers. Enclosure of the common lands forced Mexicans from their former economic roles, 

“freed” Mexicans for wage labor, and established a racially stratified labor force in the 

Southwest.

As early as 1900, the Hispano farming and ranching communities of northern New 

Mexico and southern Colorado began to lose their population. A combination of push   -

pull factors conspired to force rural Hispanos off the land and attracted them to urban 

areas like Denver. Rural northern New Mexico and southern Colorado experienced 

drastic depopulation as adults left to find jobs. During the Depression, studies con-

ducted in cooperation with the Works Progress Administration (WPA) noted the des-

perate situation:

The Tewa Basin Study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture showed that in 11 

Spanish   -American villages containing 1,202 families, an average of 1,110 men 

went out of the villages to work for some part of each year prior to 1930. In 1934, 

only 157 men out of 1,202 families had found outside work.9
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Migration in search of jobs became a way of life for many families. New Mexicans 

and southern Coloradans joined the migratory farm labor stream from Texas,  California, 

and Mexico. World War II further depopulated the rural villages as people flocked to the 

cities in response to job openings in defense plants and related industries. Postwar 

migration from New Mexico was estimated to be one   -fifth of the 1940 rural Chicano 

population.10 This pattern continued in the following decades. For instance, Thomas 

Malone found that during the decade of the 1950s, only one of seven northern counties 

in New Mexico had not experienced a decrease in its former predominantly Spanish   -

speaking population.11 By 1960, 61 percent of the population had been urbanized,12 and 

between 1950 and 1960, an additional 24 percent left their rural communities.13

Perhaps because research on population movement among Chicanos has been so 

overwhelmingly concerned with emigration from Mexico, this type of internal popula-

tion movement among Chicanos has not been well studied. What research is available 

has focused primarily on male workers and the relationship between urbanization and 

acculturation.14 Chicanas have been either ignored or treated simply as family 

 members—mothers, daughters, or wives, accompanying male relatives in search of 

work—rather than as wage earners in their own right. Nevertheless, for many women 

migration to an urban area made it necessary that they enter the labor market. Domestic 

service became a significant occupation in the experience.

Profile of Chicana Household Workers

Only the vaguest statistical data on Chicana private household workers are available; 

for the most part these workers remain a doubly hidden population. The reasons are 

themselves instructive. Domestic workers tend to be invisible because paid domestic 

work has not been one of the occupations recorded in social science surveys, and the 

U.S. Census Bureau uses a single code lumping together all private household workers, 

including launderers, cooks, housekeepers, child   -care workers, cleaners, and servants. 

Even when statistics on domestics can be teased out of the census and labor data bases, 

they are marred by the common practice of underreporting work in the informal sector. 

Unlike some of the private household workers in the East, Chicana domestics are not 

unionized and remain outside the “counted” labor force. Many private household work-

ers are not included in the statistics collected by the Department of Labor. The “job” 

involves an informal labor arrangement made between two people, and in many cases 

payment is simply a cash transaction that is never recorded with the Internal Revenue 

Service (IRS).

Governmental undercounting of Chicanos and Mexican immigrants in the United 

States further adds to the problem of determining the number of Chicanas and Mexi-

canas employed as private household workers. For many, domestic service is part of the 

underground economy, and employing undocumented workers is reported neither to 

the IRS nor to the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), thus making another 

source of statistical information unreliable. Chicanos continue to be an undercounted 

and obscure population. Problems with the categorization of domestics have been still 
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further complicated by changing identifiers for the Mexican American population: 

Mexican, Spanish   -speaking, Hispanic, Spanish   -surnamed, and the like make it impos-

sible to segment out the Chicano population.

The 25 Chicanas whom I interviewed included welfare recipients as well as working   -

class women, ranging in age from 29 to 68. Thirteen of the 25 women were between 

29 and 45 years old. The remaining 12 were over 52 years old. All the women had 

 children, and the older women also had grandchildren. The smallest family consisted of 

one child, and the largest family had seven children. The average was three children. All 

but one of the women had been married. Five of the women were single heads of house-

holds, two of them were divorced, and the other three were single, separated, or wid-

owed. The married women were currently living with husbands employed in blue   -collar 

positions, such as construction and factory work. At the time of the interview, the 

women who were single heads of households were financially supporting no more than 

two children.

Educational backgrounds ranged from no schooling to completion of high school. 

Six women had completed high school, and seven had no high school experience, 

including one who had never attended school at all. The remaining 12 had at least a 

sixth   -grade education. Although the least educated were the older women, eight of the 

women under 42 had not completed high school. The youngest woman with less than 

an eighth   -grade education was 53 years old. The 12 women over 50 averaged eight years 

of schooling. Three of the high school graduates were in their early thirties, two were in 

their early forties, and one was 57 years old. Although one woman preferred to be inter-

viewed in Spanish, all the women spoke English.

Work experience as a private household worker ranged from five months to 30 years. 

Women 50 years and older had worked in the occupation from eight to 30 years, while 

four of the women between the ages of 33 and 39 had worked as domestics for 12 years. 

Half of the women had worked for more than 10 years as private household workers. 

Only three women had worked as domestics prior to marriage; each of these women 

had worked in live   -in situations in rural areas in Colorado. Several years later, after mar-

riage and children, they returned as day workers. All the other women, however, had 

turned to nonresidential day work in response to a financial crisis; in the majority of 

cases, it was their first job after marriage and having children. Some of the women 

remained domestics throughout their lives, but others moved in and out of domestic 

work. Women who returned to domestic service after having other types of jobs usually 

did so following a period of unemployment.

The work histories revealed that domestic service was only one of several low   -paying, 

low   -status jobs the women had held during their lives. They had been hired as wait-

resses, laundresses, janitors, farmworkers, nurse’s aides, fast   -food servers, cooks, dish-

washers, receptionists, school aides, cashiers, baby   -sitters, salesclerks, factory workers, 

and various types of line workers in poultry farms and car washes. Almost half of the 

women had worked as janitors in hospitals and office buildings or as hotel maids. About 

one   -fourth of the women had held semiskilled and skilled positions such as beauticians, 

typists, and medical   -record clerks. Six of the women had worked only as domestics.
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Paid and Unpaid Domestic Work

In describing their daily routine activities, these Chicanas drew my attention to the 

interrelationship between paid and unpaid housework. As working women, Chicana 

private household workers face the “double day” or “second shift,” but in their case both 

days consisted of the same types of tasks. Paid housework done for an employer was 

qualitatively different from housework done for their own families.

In the interviews, Chicanas described many complexities of domestic service. They 

explained how they used informal networks to find new employers for themselves and 

for relatives and friends. As they elaborated on the advantages and disadvantages of 

particular work arrangements and their reasons for refusing certain household tasks, I 

soon realized that these women not only knew a great deal about cleaning and main-

taining homes, but they understood the influence of social relationships on household 

tasks. Analysis of the extensive planning and negotiation involved in the informal and 

underground arrangements of domestic service highlighted the significance of the 

social relationships surrounding housework.

Their work histories included detailed explanations of beginning, returning to, and 

continuing in domestic service. In the discussions, I began to understand the paradox 

of domestic service: On the one hand, cleaning houses is degrading and embarrassing; 

on the other, domestic service can be higher paying, more autonomous, and less dehu-

manizing than other low   -status, low   -skilled occupations. Previous jobs in the beet fields, 

fast   -food restaurants, car washes, and turkey farms did not offer annual raises, vaca-

tions, or sick leave. Furthermore, these jobs forced employees to work long hours and to 

keep rigid time schedules, and they frequently occurred outside or in an unsafe work 

environment. Unlike the other options available, domestic service did have the potential 

for offering flexible work schedules and autonomy. In most cases, domestic service also 

paid much more. Although annual raises, vacation, and Social Security were not the 

norm for most Chicanas in domestic service, there remained the possibility that such 

benefits could be negotiated with employers. Furthermore, as former farmworkers, 

laundresses, and line workers, the women found freedom in domestic work from expo-

sure to dangerous pesticides, poor ventilation, and other health risks. This paradox 

foreshadowed a critical theoretical issue, the importance of understanding the social 

process that constructs domestic service as a low   -status occupation.

Stigma as a perceived occupational hazard of domestic service emerged during the 

initial contact and throughout most of the interviews. The stigma attached to domestic 

service punctuated the interviews. I knew that many women hid their paid household 

labor from the government, but I did not realize that this secrecy encompassed neigh-

bors, friends, and even extended family members. Several women gave accounts that 

revealed their families’ efforts to conceal their employment as domestics. Children fre-

quently stated that their mothers “just did housework,” which was ambiguous enough 

to define them as full   -time homemakers and not necessarily as domestics.

Faced with limited job opportunities, Chicanas selected domestic service and actively 

sought to make the most of the situation. In comparison with other jobs they had held, 
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domestic service usually paid more and offered greater flexibility in arranging the length 

of the workday and workweek. Although other jobs did not carry the stigma of servitude, 

workers were under constant supervision, and the work was similarly low status. There-

fore, the women who chose domestic service over other low   -paying, low   -status jobs 

based their selection on the occupation that offered some possibility of control. Their 

challenge was to structure the work so as to reap the most benefits: pay, work hours, 

labor, and autonomy. Throughout the interviews, the women emphasized job flexibility 

as the major advantage of domestic service over previous jobs. Non   -rigid work schedules 

allowed time to do their own housework and fulfill family obligations, such as caring for 

sick children or attending school functions. By stressing the benefits gained by doing day 

work, Chicanas diffused the low status in their work identities and emphasized their fam-

ily and community identities. The ways in which they arranged both work and family 

revealed coping strategies used to deal with the stigma, and this drew me to analyze 

housework as a form of labor having both paid and unpaid manifestations.

The conventional social science separation of work and family is an analytical con-

struct and is not found in the lived reality of Chicana domestics. Invariably the interview-

ees mixed and intertwined discussions of work and family. Moreover, the actual and 

practical relationships between work and family were explicit in their descriptions of 

daily activities: The reasons for seeking employment included the family’s financial situ-

ation and the desire to raise its standard of living; earning extra money for the household 

was viewed as an extension of these women’s roles as mothers and wives; arranging day 

work involved planning work hours around the children’s school attendance, dentist and 

doctor appointments, and community and church activities; in some cases, young moth-

ers even took their preschool   -age children with them to work. The worlds of paid and 

unpaid housework were not disconnected in the lives of these women.

Attending to the importance of the relationship between paid and unpaid domestic work 

led me to ponder new questions about the dynamics of buying and selling household labor. 

How does housework differ when it is paid work? How does the housewife role change when 

part of her work is allocated to another woman? What is the range of employer–employee 

relationships in domestic service today? And is there a difference in the type of relationships 

developed by employed and unemployed women buying household labor?

The importance of attending to both paid and unpaid housework in researching 

domestic service became more apparent as I began presenting my research to academic 

audiences. When I read papers on the informal labor market or on family and commu-

nity networks used to find work, some of my colleagues responded as women who 

employed domestics. Frequently, question   -and   -answer sessions turned into a defense of 

such practices as hiring undocumented workers, not filing income taxes, or gift giving in 

lieu of raises and benefits. Although I was aware that as working women, many academics 

employed someone to clean their houses, I was not prepared for scholars and feminists 

to respond to my scholarly work as housewives or employers. I was also surprised to 

discover that many of the maternalistic practices traditionally found in domestic service 

were common practices in their homes. The recurring responses made me realize that my 

feminist colleagues had never considered their relationships with the “cleaning woman” 

on the same plane as those with secretaries, waitresses, or janitors; that is, they thought 
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of the former more or less in terms of the mistress–maid relationship. When, through my 

research, I pointed out the contradiction, many still had difficulty thinking of their 

homes—the haven from the cruel academic world—as someone’s workplace. Their over-

whelming feelings of discomfort, guilt, and resentment, which sometimes came out as 

hostility, alerted me to the fact that something more was going on. . . .

Domestic service must be studied because it raises a challenge to any feminist notion 

of “sisterhood.” A growing number of employed middle   - and upper   -middle   -class 

women escape the double   -day syndrome by hiring poor women of color to do house-

work and child care. David Katzman underscored the class contradiction:

Middle   -class women, the employers, gained freedom from family roles and 

household chores and assumed or confirmed social status by the employment of 

a servant. . . . The greater liberty of these middle   -class women, however, was 

achieved at the expense of working   -class women, who, forced to work, assumed 

the tasks beneath, distasteful to, or too demanding for the family members.15

Housework is ascribed on the basis of gender, and it is further divided along class 

lines and, in most cases, by race and ethnicity. Domestic service accentuates the contra-

diction of race and class in feminism, with privileged women of one class using the labor 

of another woman to escape aspects of sexism.

Endnotes

 1. The conditions I observed in El Paso were not much different from those described by D. 
Thompson in her 1960 Ladies’ Home Journal article, “Are Women Bad Employers of Other 
Women?”: “Quarters for domestic help are usually ill placed for quiet. Almost invariably they 
open from pantry or kitchen, so that if a member of the family goes to get a snack at night 
he wakes up the occupant. And the live   -in maid has nowhere to receive a caller except in the 
kitchen or one [of] those tiny rooms.” “As a general rule anything was good enough for a maid’s 
room. It became a catchall for furniture discarded from other parts of the house. One room 
was a cubicle too small for a regular   -sized bed.” Cited in Linda Martin and Kerry Segrave, The 
Servant Problem: Domestic Workers in North America (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1985), p. 25.

 2. David Katzman addresses the “servant problem” in his historical study of domestic service, 
Seven Days a Week: Women and Domestic Service in Industrializing America (Chicago: Univer-
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