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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of the study, conducted through a review of 

literature, was to explore the three areas of the Mexican-American 

life to determine if family, Catholic religion and the Spanish language 

has significance in a counseling relationship. 

The research available was extensive but diversely scattered 

throughout various relating fields of study. 

In the area of the Spanish language, investigations indicated 

that the Mexican-American maintains a strong command of his language 

and that the counselor should consider learning the language if he is 

going to work with them. 

An investigation of the family showed that the Mexican- 

American is in different stages of acculturation within the American 

society. Thus, there are no concrete guidelines in generalizing the 

characteristics of the Mexican-American family. One observation 

found is that though the Mexican-American individual is in various 

stages of assimilation, the family still plays an important role in 

his life. The counselor should capitalize on the family structure 

when providing mental health services for the Mexican-American 

individual. 

A historical survey of the Catholic Religion and the Mexican-. 

American was presented. A surprising result is that many Mexican- 

Americans are nominal Catholics rather than practicing Catholics. 

Therefore, in a counseling relationship, a counselor cannot assume 

that all Mexican-Americans are strong Catholics but must ascertain for 

himself the importance of religion to his counselee. 

The researcher concluded that these areas are important to 

consider when counseling a Mexican-American but the counselor should 

not overinterpret them at the expense of the individuality of the 

counselee. 

The cultural dimension of this minority and how it relates to 

a counseling relationship needs to be investigated in greater detail. 

These people are culturally different and must be viewed that way. 

Simultaneously, they are individuals with different needs from each 

other and must not be stereotyped. 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Counselors believed, until recently that people of different 

ethnic backgrounds could effectively be counseled with traditional 

techniques. 

It was taken for granted that the only way ethnic groups could 

survive in the United States was to Americanize them and totally wean 

them away from their own cultures. Therefore, our educational system 

has been designed to mold these people into what would constitute a 

good solid American. 

As a result the idea that a member of a diverse ethnic group 

should retain their cultural edentity and also integrate with American 

society was never thought to be a responsibility of a counselor. 

Instead, Americanization was the answer, at the expense of the ethnicity 

of the individual. 

In present times, we are witnessing an alternative method called 

plurlistic acculturation. This approach calls for us as educators and 

counselors to accept, understand and to appreciate the fact that other 

cultures, too, have their place in our society. A definite need exists 

for this new approach, if we are to develop in counselors and those 

being counseled a familiarity with different cultures, not only to 

understand each other better but also to understand the rich diversity 

of human nature as well. What is being said is that when a counselor 
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relates to an individual with a different cultural background, the 

counselor has an obligation to recognize and evaluate the importance 

of the counselee's cultural value system and familiar method of 

communication. (Palomares, 1971:139-145) 

Statement of Problem 

The problem of this study was two-fold; (1) to investigate 

the roles that family, Catholic religion and the Spanish language 

have in the life of the Mexican-American individual and (2) to 

determine if these roles have any implications for the therapist in a 

counseling relationship. 

Application to Educational Theory of Product 

The counseling therapist is likely to function as a culturally 

deprived person in a minority community if his training has taken place 

in a typically traditional counseling training program. Although there 

are a few exceptions, the typical training program is devoted to 

preparing one to understand and treat white middle-class Americans. 

The existence of blacks, Indians and Mexican-Americans is sometimes 

mentioned but rarely understood in a meaningful way. 

Consequently either nothing of minority culture is presented 

to the student in a counselor program or they are confronted with 

research studies interpreted by white middle class orientation. 

Frequently, interpretations of research results reflect a more 
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sophisticated expression of commonly held myths and sterotypes about 

minority Americans. The counseling therapists upon leaving a training 

situation and entering the real world, is shocked to find he is 

unprepared to work with minority groups or being unaware of his lack of 

preparation he proceeds, frequently with a sincere motivation to be 

helpful, to damage the minority personality. (Bell, 1971:104:7) 

The research outcome will help potential counselors to be 

better prepared for dealing with the Mexican-American heritage in three 

areas, (a) family, (b) Catholic religion and (c) Spanish language and 

how these areas affect a counseling relationship. 

General Questions to be Answered 

The research focused on the following questions. 

What is the role that family plays in the life of the Mexican- 

American? 

What is the role of the Catholic Church in the life of the 

Mexican-American? 

What role does the Spanish language play in the life of the 

Mexican-American? 

Does the family aspect of the Mexican-American have any 

implications for the therapist in a counseling relationship? 

Does the religious aspect of the Mexican-American have any 

implications for the therapist in a counseling relationship? 
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Does the language aspect of the Mexican-American have any 

implications for the therapist in a counseling relationship? 

General Procedure 

A review of literature through the use of the facilities of 

Montana State University and Weber State Library served to answer the 

first and second question of my paper, which is the investigation of 

the role that family, Catholic religion and the Spanish language play 

in the life of the Mexican-American and to determine if these roles 

have any implications for the therapist in a counseling relationship. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

The researcher used the following delimitations: first, the 

researcher has limited his research to the Montana State University 

and Weber State University and secondly, the researcher has confined 

his studies to those areas dealing with family, Catholic religion and 

Spanish language of the Mexican-American. 

The researcher was limited by poor response of other libraries 

and institutions to her request for additional materials. 

Definitions of Terms 

Mexican-American. The researcher defined the terms as any 

person of Spanish-Indian descent who has recently immigrated from 

Mexico to the United States or whose family has at some period in 

American history immigrated from Mexico to the United States. 
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Roles. In this case what part does family. Catholic religion 

and the Spanish language play in the life of the Mexican-American? 

Counseling Relationship. The term refers to professions engaged 

in activities designed to enable others to understand, to modify, or to 

enrich their behavior so that growth takes place. (Stone, 1974:5) 

Anglo-Americans. The term refers to white, middle class 

Americans who believe in the individuality of each person, the 

Protestant Work ethic and who speak the English language as a native 

tongue. 

Summary 

The researcher feels there is a definite need for counselors 

to know about minority groups and how to best deal effectively with 

them in a counseling relationship. 



Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE 

The major themes dominating the classic portrayal of the 

traditional Mexican-American, is the importance of the Catholic 

Religion, the Spanish language and the family to all its members. 

This researcher did not set out to prove the above statement 

as right or wrong, but only to ascertain for himself, the importance 

of the three areas in the life of the Mexican-American. 

Because these areas are broad and encompass a wide range of 

topics, the researcher did a general survey of literature to familiarize 

himself with what is being written today,.bn the subject of the Mexican- 

American and his religion, family and language. 

The researcher, then attempted to apply the knowledge gained 

to help counselors find out how the above mentioned areas may affect a 

counseling relationship between themselves and the Mexican-American 

individual or family they are working with. 

The Role of the Spanish Language in the 

Life of a Mexican-American 

MIn the beginning was the word. And the Word was 

made flesh. It was so in the beginning and it is so 

today. The language the Word, carries within it the 

history, the flesh. Language is people. We cannot 

even concieve of a people without a language or a 

language without a people. The two are one and the 

same. To know one is to know the other. 

A wedge has been driven between the Mexican-American 
and his language. As a result the Mexican-American is 
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floundering in confusion, and his language is dying. 

A dynamic and aggresive Anglo culture has come between 

him and his past and is uprooting him from his soil, 

cutting him from his ancestory, separating him from his 
culture. Very little is being done to facilitate his 

transition from the culture of his ancestors, whose voice 

is silent, to the culture of the majority, whose voice 

makes his laws and determines his destiny. As his lang¬ 

uage fades, the Mexican-American identity with a history, 

with a tradition, with a culture, becomes more nebulous 

with each passing day. His identity as an Anglo is not 

in sight. There is no assurance that such an identity 

is possible or even desireable. A man is what he is and 

if he isn't that, he isn't anything." (Ulibarri, 

1967:223) 

Though the above statement was an emotional appeal for under¬ 

standing why the Mexican-American retains his language as a part of 

his cultural heritage, the researcher felt it reflected his interest 

in examining the importance of language to the Mexican-American. 

According to Carey McWilliams (1968:19-20), those who protest 

against the Mexican-Americans "backwardness" usually point to the 

"language problem" as the main cause. What one should realize is that 

for Mexican-Americans, Spanish is the language of the home and social 

life. Mexican immigrants have settled in Spanish speaking communities, 

attended Spanish speaking movies, listened to Spanish speaking radio 

programs and attended Spanish speaking churches. In an environment 

such as this there are few incentives to abondon Spanish or to put it 

another way, to learn English. 

R. L. Skrabanek (1970:272-282) points out that language 

maintenance has played an important role in the efforts of minority 



8 

culture groups to retain and develop their particular heritages. 

Some persons have tended to take it for granted that the retention 

of foreign language by Mexican-Americans and other ethnic groups is 

evidence of disloyalty to the basic principles of American life. For 

example, Madsen (1964:106) attributes the following statement to a 

teacher in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas in reference to Mexican- 

Americans: 

"They are good people .... Their only handicap 

is the bag full of superstitions and silly notions 

they inherited from Mexico. When they get rid of 

these superstitions and silly notions they will be 

good Americans .... A lot depends on whether we 

can get them to switch from Spanish to English. When 

they speak Spanish, they think Mexican. When the day 

comes that they speak English at home like the rest 

of us they will become a part of the American way of 

life .... I just don’t understand why they are so 

insistent about using Spanish. They should realize 

it’s not the American tongue." 

Brom and Schevsky (1952:153-154) referred to the use of Spanish 

by Mexican-Americans as a "persistent symbol and instrument of 

isolation and as a contributor to retardation in educational and 

occupational achievement." They suggested the isolation of Mexican- 

Americans was reinforced in a circular pattern by the language barrier. 

They believe a lack of facility in English reduced the Mexican- 

American’s social interaction with his Anglo-American counterpart, 

thus, decreasing opportunity to learn Anglo-American ways. So the 

continuing use of Spanish returned the Mexican-American to an earlier 

and more comfortable association with his family and friends. 
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The researcher felt at this time, it is most important to 

determine to what extent the Spanish language is used by the Mexican- 

American people. Skrabenek (1970:272-82) conducted a study in two 

contiguous areas in South Texas-Atascosa County (the rural study 

group) and Bexar County in which the city of San Antonio (the urban 

study group) is located. Language usages patterns were obtained 

from 544 Mexican-American households. Of this number, 268 were 

located in Atascosa County and 276 in San Antonio. Language usage 

patterns were obtained for household heads and the children who 

resided there. 

In the findings, not one person living in a Mexican-American 

home and old enough to talk was found who did not speak Spanish 

fluently, and an overwhelming majority spoke Spanish more fluently 

than English. 

In their everyday conversations, the household head used 

Spanish with a much greater degree of frequency than they use English. 

In both the rural and urban study groups, their conversation with 

other adults in the home, with children in the home and while visiting 

with friends were prominently in Spanish. Even while at work, English 

as the dominant language was used by less than one half of the house¬ 

hold heads. Only eight per cent of all household heads in the study 

sample used English more than Spanish while talking with other adults 

in their homes. Fifteen per cent used English more than Spanish when 
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talking with their children and only eight per cent and thirty-seven 

per cent respectively used more English than Spanish while visiting 

with friends and while at work. As might be expected, the urban 

household used Spanish slightly less than the rural residents. 

Although the young children in the study households tend to 

use Spanish less than their older brothers and sisters and the older 

children, in turn, less than the parents, the Spanish language is • 

nevertheless being retained to a relatively high degree even among 

young Mexican-Americans. Fewer than one-half of either the younger 

or older children use mostly English when talking with adults or other 

children in their homes or when playing or visiting friends. It is 

only at school that a high occurrence of English is spoken, and this 

is mainly because it is required of them. 

From these findings, a number of factors played an important 

part in the maintenance of Spanish as a dominant language by the 

Mexican-Americans in the midst of a dominant American culture. Among 

these is the high degree of homogeneity in socioeconomic status. 

Because Mexican-Americans share almost the same low educational level 

which in turn concentrates them in the same occupational status, there 

is little reason for them to move from their old neighborhoods to a 

better economic area. 

Also the maintenance of the Spanish language can be viewed as 

both a cause and reflection of a strong welldefined subculture in the 
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Southwestern part of the United States. Gonzales (1967:71) points 

out that the Spanish language, however poorly spoken and however 

divergent from other forms of modem Spanish, is still the primary 

symbol of the cultural differences between Anglos and those of 

Spanish heritages. This she points out is undoubtedly important in 

maintaining group solidarity. That Mexican-American cultural 

heritage has successfully been retained has been reported by many 

authors. Madsen (1964:1) stressed that while Mexican-Americans are 

undergoing some acculturation in the American melting pot, many seem 

to be well-insulated against the melting progress because they cherish 

much of their Mexican cultural heritages as too precious and universally 

valid to be abandoned. 

Another factor related to the maintenance of the Spanish 

language is the closed system of gestures, attitudes when expressing 

oneself and hand and facial movements that create a distance in 

communications between Anglos and Mexican-Americans. Sister Francis 

Wood (1958:327-333) showed the need for professional workers to 

recognize that communications between Anglo-Americans and Mexican- 

Americans was complicated by other cultural differences besides 

language. For example, it was found that professionals needed to 

understand that Mexican-Americans are hesitant to express negative 

feelings to Anglo-Americans. They also needed to know that Mexican- 

Americans were prone to use gestures common to them that were so 

i 
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subtle that Anglo-Americans had a difficult time in interpreting 

them. She gave an example that it was almost impossible for her to 

differentiate between the Mexican-American gesture indicating guilt 

and those indicating remorse. 

Nathan Murillo (1971:97-109) supported Sister Francis Wood by 

stating that Mexican Americans' manner of expression is likely to be 

elaborate and indirect, since he often takes pride in the act of verbal 

expression. The.Mexican-American often finds himself in difficulty 

when expressing disagreement because to him direct argument and 

confrontation appears rude and disrespectful. On the surface, he may 

seem agreeable, for proper manners dictate to him not to reveal his 

genuine opinion openly. The Anglo-American not aware of this may 

assume a basic agreement has been reached only to find out later that 

his was an incorrect assumption. Thus, according to Murillo, it is 

important to remember that Mexican-Americans' incorporate a traditional 

Latin approach which is the use of diplomacy and tactfulness when 

communicating with an individual. 

In summary Simmons (1961:295) notes that Mexican-Americans 

have tended to remain separate from Anglo-Americans by choice as well 

as by necessity and that they have found this an easier course, since 

they need not strain to learn another language or to change their ways 

and manners. Close proximity between Mexico and the United States have 

promoted the maintenance of the language. Heller (1966:11) noted that 
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unlike other ethnic groups, the twentieth century Mexican immigrants 

who came to the Southwestern part of the United States joined an 

indigenous Spanish-speaking population of long standing. They did not 

create segregated immigrant colonies so much as they moved in among 

other Spanish-speaking persons. Furthermore, even today the Mexican- 

American tends to be spatially isolated from the Anglo population, 

living largely in residential ghettos in the smaller towns or in 

separate neighborhoods in the larger cities, and even in rural areas. 

This spatial isolation has tended to isolate the Mexican-American from' 

the mainstream in the United States and has had an important influence 

on maintenance and retention of the Spanish language. 

The Mexican American child and his language. If, as the previous 

authors have stated, the adults are retaining their Spanish language, 

just how much influence does this have over the Mexican-American child? 

Remembering that like his Anglo-American counterpart, the Mexican- 

American child spends over a quarter of his day in school. How does 

this affect his language usage? Skrabenek alluded to it in his study, 

but this researcher felt that a more in depth study should be made. 

Patell and Kuvlesky (1973:855-64) investigated the situational 

variations in language among bilingual Mexican-American children. They 

chose counties that were largely rural and non-metropolitan and these 

areas were selected to include a high proportion of Mexican-American 
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children of low income families as compared with Texas as a whole. 

Seven public schools in four counties were used, each exhibited a 

great deal of variability in size, types of curriculum, dropout rate, 

counseling programs and numerous other characteristics. The instrument 

was developed to find out what language is used in specific situations. 

The findings indicated that boys and girls differed signi¬ 

ficantly in the use of Spanish in all three types of informal relations 

explored. Boys more often than girls spoke Spanish with their parents, 

with close friends in the neighborhood and close friends at school. At 

the same time, both boys and girls showed a consistent pattern of 

decreasing the use of Spanish when moving from the home, to the 

neighborhood, to the school. For instance, a third as many spoke 

Spanish with friends in school as with parents. The findings indicated 

that girls tended to use Spanish less frequently than boys in all 

circumstances except in the reading of mass literature. From these 

findings, the authors felt that less interaction with family and the 

more interaction with peer groups, the higher the rate of assimilation 

into larger society. Likewise, the more school-oriented or work- 

oriented the individuals, as opposed to family-oriented, the more 

likely the individual will be to experience rapid assimilation. In 

regard to difference in sex, when using Spanish, the authors felt that 

it may be due to the sex-role differentiation. Females are trained for 

obedience to authority, while the males are groomed for independence. 
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The school attempting to command obedience from both males and females, 

may have a larger success with females. The females may learn more 

English in an authoritarian environment and thus the reason for their 

greater use of the language. An extension of this explanation lies in 

the "self-fulfilling prophecy" concept, which would predict that if 

teachers expected docile behavior from the females, according to the 

teachers' sterotype of Mexican-American females and likewise rowdy, 

uncooperative behavior from the males, that is what will likely occur. 

But what effect does English monolingualism have upon the 

Spanish child? How does it affect his attitude toward himself and his 

world? Erwin, Pollack and Julius Menacher (1971:43-50) point out that 

young Mexican-American children are herded into schools where the 

proceedings are conducted in a language they do not understand, via 

which they are expected to learn all the standard subjects including 

reading. 

Stiener (1969) reports this story told to him by an adult 

Mexican American of the Southwest: The boy waves his hand bashfully, 

and the teacher tells him to come to her desk. "Charles what do you 

want?" "I have to go to the bathroom, the boy whispers in Spanish." 

"Charles, speak English." "I have to go to the bathroom, he replies 

louder in Spanish." "English" the teacher rebukes him, growing 

impatient. "We speak English in school, Charles, she says in Spanish." 

"You ask in English or sit down." "If you don't let me go to the 
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bathroom," the boy exclaims in Spanish, "maybe I piss on your shoes." 

Years later, the grown man remembers the incident of his boyhood 

humiliation without smiling. In his village, the school house was 

closed long ago, and the teacher is gone, but the conflict in the 

classroom is inedible on his memory. "That teacher she did not like 

us," he says. "She was a good teacher but for forty years she did not 

let children speak Spanish in her classroom." "She made us shamed." 

And the man at fifty is angry still. Thus in the restrictive practice 

of forbidding the use of Spanish in the classroom, the Spanish speaking 

youngster loses the advantage of having the entree into two viable 

languages, which could be used as a vehicle for sound linguistic 

development. Instead what we have in many cases, is children who 

become illiterate in two languages, Spanish and English. Monserrat 

(Unpublished report on Bilingual Education, 1971:45) in a blistering 

attack before a Congressional Special Subcommittee on Bilingual 

Education said: 

"I should like to submit that one of the reasons 

why we are a monolingual nation is because historically 

to be different in the United States has meant to be 

less than. And one of the first things that second 

generation Americans have done in attempting to become 

Americans has been to give up the culture, the language, 

the religion and sometimes the names of their parents 

in order to become Americans. I do not think we have 

ever measured the psychic cost of the Melting Pot." 

As a result, Spanish speaking children, even today are often 

relegated to classes for the mentally retarded simply because many 
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teachers unwittingly or wittingly equate linguistic disadvantages 

with intellectual deficiency. The percentages of Mexican-American 

children classified with inferior I.Q.’s is two and a half times the 

ratio for the general population. 

Until recenlty most educators accepted the results of I.Q. 

tests, whether Standford-Binet, Otis or SCAT as accurate measurements 

of the intellectual capacities of all Spanish speaking Americans, 

even though the content of these tests are mainly suited for white 

middle class children. Only in the last few years have educators 

become aware that the right instrument is lacking in measuring the 

intelligence and achievement potential of Mexican-American children. 

Ortega (1969-70:77-84) reports that to squelch Mexican cultural 

values such as the Spanish language in children is to culturally 

emasculate the Mexican-American youngster. In effect this is telling 

that there is something wrong in being Mexican; and though Spanish may 

no longer be prohibited on some school grounds, the child has become 

more self-conscious of his Spanish and is more withdrawn. Not only has 

he been made to feel marginal in Anglo-American society because of his 

lack of English, but he is equally marginal in his Spanish speaking 

environment. 

Perhaps what plagues the Mexican-American child and adult most 

of all is not only that he must learn a second language but that he 

must learn his second language perfectly. Ortega (1969-70:77-84) 
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points out that in other parts of the country differences in grammer 

have been considered social differentials, but in the Southwest, when 

the pronunciation of Mexican-Americans is compared with the pronunci¬ 

ation of Anglo-Americans, the general assumption is that the difference 

reflects ethnic and cultural retardation on the part of the Mexican- 

Americans. Some social scientists according to Ortega, insists that 

an accent can be a serious linguistic handicap in the realization of a 

child's full educational and economic achievement. They may be right 

but for the wrong reason. To begin with, an accent can be a serious 

linguistic handicap only if the auditor chooses to make it a handicap. 

Admittedly an accent could create transmission interference but it is 

insurmountable only if the auditor chooses. The real problem is that 

the accent sometimes evokes a certain attitude, a prejudice, or bias 

on the part of the auditor that is somehow unmistakenly conveyed to the 

speaker. The result can be a sense of frustration, hostility and even 

a sense of inferiority. 

Yet most of what we call accent is really dialect, or at the 

very least, pronunciation admittedly different from the pronunciation 

of other members of a speech community. It must be remembered that we 

all speak differently, that we all speak a dialect of some kind or 

other. In the Southwest, Mexican-Americans have been singled out and 

penalized for their accents, that is their "spanglish" as their border 

brand of English is sometimes called. Mexican-American kids are 
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indoctrinated early in the goal-concept of achieving a Standard 

American dialect (whatever that is). In fact, most high schools have 

special courses designed to help Mexican-American students overcome 

their accents. 

Rather than attempting the heartbreaking task of teaching the 

Mexican-American child perfect English at the expense of the native 

language, both should be combined in his curriculum. John, Horner and 

Socolov, (1969:1-3) sees bilingual education as one approach to the 

solution of the language problem. Bilingual education is a relatively 

new attempt at educating children who do not speak English as their 

native tongue. The first language of child is the best vehicle for 

learning. Bilingual education means that two languages are used for 

teaching one or more subjects in the school curriculum, besides 

instruction in those two languages. Thus, the child will develop a 

strong self-image in his Mexicaness and also learn English better. 

English speakers who show a pride in the child's language in the school 

will help him develop pride in his heritage. Further more, the child 

will benefit in the instruction in two languages from the beginning of 

his school career without undue pressure to learn one over the other 

or at the expense of the other. 

The Role of Family in the Life 

of the Mexican-American 

According to Miguel Montiel (1973:29) the major fault of 
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previous Mexican-American studies lies not in its basic assumptions 

which are fairly accurate but in their methodological techniques. 

What such studies have done is not to accurately depict the life of 

the Mexican-American but to accurately describe the characteristics 

and attributes of individuals living in the culture of poverty.. Thus 

the researchers have been unable to view the Mexican-American family 

as a distinctive and viable entity and denies the family the right to 

be different. 

0. I. Romana (1969:46) provides a valuable context to which 

the researcher was able to study the Mexican American family. 

"Multiple histories could hardly have done other 

than breed complex people and equally complex families. 

Virtually every Mexican-American family takes several 

and includes many types of people from assimilations 

to Chicano to cultural nationalist and through all 

varieties including "un espanol" thrown in every now 

and then. In short, the same complexity that is found 

in general Mexican-American population is also found 

in the family of virtually every Mexican-American." 

Thus this researcher felt an appropriate framework to work 

within would be to commit herself to describing the variations in 

the Mexican-American family life. 

To understand the present cultural manifestations of the 

Mexican-American people in the United States, it is necessary to 

understand the culture of Mexico to which they are implicitly tied. 

More than three hundred years ago the first Spaniard came to 

the North eastern outpost of Spain's empire, New Mexico. Mostly 
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males, these soldiers and colonists married women of the native 

population. The resulting generations spoke Spanish but developed a 

culture which was a mixture of the Indian and Spanish (Burma, 1954:3) 

which before long took a distinctive flavor of its own. 

Traditional Mexican-American family. Fernando Penalosa (1968:680-89) 

published an article, concerning Mexican family roles. The results of 

the article was to provide a basis for deciding how much acculturation 

Mexican-Americans have undergone since immigrating to the United States. 

The findings of the research were discussed with the relationships 

between the following: the husband-wife, father-son, father-daughter, 

mother-daughter, son-daughter, sister-brother and sister-sister. In 

summary of his study, the husband-wife relationship is characterized 

by dominance and submission with an emphasis on the husband's manliness 

or machismo and his role of authoritarian patriarch. The father-son 

relationship tends to be distant. This is due to the father perceiving 

the son as a male threat to his ego. The son, unable to identify with 

the father, attempts to identify with the mother and does so until he 

is rejected by the mother after the birth of the next child. Through 

this, the mother prepares the son for a role of dominance and independ¬ 

ence which eventually leads him to rebel against her and her moral 

teachings. The father is most possessive in attitude toward all women 

in his household, but otherwise the father-daughter relationship is 

distant and conflict free. The mother-daughter relationship is closest. 



22 

the mother teaching the daughter early in life domestic responsibilities 

and feminine attributes. 

Younger siblings are taught to respect older siblings though 

girls must learn their inferior status to boys. Sister-sister relation¬ 

ships remain close all through life. 

With this as a cultural background of the Mexican family, 

Nathan Murillo (1970:97-109) felt that the above mentioned values still 

exist today in the Mexican-American family. 

Murillo believed that there is an immense diversity between 

each Mexican-American family but that if one could characterized them 

in some way, it would be in the following manner. For the Mexican- 

American, the family is likely to be the most important social unit of 

life. Even in respect to identification the Chicano self is likely 

to take second place after the family. The husband-father is the auto¬ 

cratic head of the household. He tends to remain aloof and independent 

from the rest of the family. The wife-mother is supposed to be 

completely devoted to her husband and children. Differences in 

patterns of behavior between male and female children are taught 

implicityly and explicitly from infancy. The male is taught to follow 

the identity of the father, likewise the females acquires the role of 

mother. 

Goodman and Beman (1971:109-118) found the same results as 

Murillo by learning from the Mexican-American children themselves, 
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about the life styles and values of Mexican-American ghetto community. 

The findings were from a three year study of Houstonians of Mexican 

ancestry. They interviewed thirty-four school age children living in 

sixteen households. There were seventeen boys and seventeen girls. 

The parents of the children were poorly educated and their earning 

power was low. 

In the childrens’ world of people there are the household 

members, friends and close neighbors, all ranged in an orderly classi¬ 

fication, and clearly differentiated. These people are placed in the 

child’s personal world though three dimensions: respect, authority 

and affectionate warmth. 

In regards to respect, it is closely related with age. In 

general, the older the person, the more respect allotted to him or her. 

Grandparents are highly regarded by the children and much deference is 

given to them. 

On the authority dimension, the father takes precedence. He 

is seen as a somewhat distant authority, but not easily forgotten. 

Nevertheless, the boys in the interviews seem to slight him. Few say 

they go to him with questions, either for information or for permission 

to do something. Only four boys want to be like father when they grow 

up. The authors felt that the remotness between fathers and sons is 
J . ' 

due mainly to the fathers frequent absences due to work or other 

reasons. 
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The girls attitudes toward parents are quite different. They 

speak more often of mother and father as a single entity. They feel 

they can go to both parents with questions. Both boys and girls agreed 

on two roles for the male head of the household. A man goes out to 

work to earn money for the family and he is the high court of discipline 

As was shown in the other articles, the mothers fill the 

domestic roles. They prepare the food, do the housecleaning and do 

some of the smaller disciplining such as scolding or spanking. All 

the children felt that her primary duty was in the home. Towards their 

mothers, the children express a feeling of warmth and closeness, a 

strong bond of affection. 

The Barrio children value their parents and other kin, of all 

ages. No one and nothing takes precedence over kin in their value 

hierarchy. 

From this unique view of Mexican-American life, we find a 

support of the many family values that Penalosa ascribed to in the 

attributes of a Mexican family. 

Not all authors who see most Mexican-Americans in the 

traditional family role see it as good. Landes (1965:297-98) sees 

certain features of the Mexican-American family life as destructive 

and disturbing. 

Some of the aftermath of the males heavy dominance over his 

family, can be seen in his children, especially the son. The father's 
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authority over the son progresses from teasing in infancy to open 

confrontation as the child gets older. When the child starts to 

demonstrate rebellion, the father will demand obedience under threat. 

Parents who show this alternating authoritarianism and permissiveness 

towards their children start seeing their children exhibiting stomach 

upset called "empacho." It appears in the clinical record of most 

young Mexican-American men and it seems to forewarn of later neuroses 

to come. Because of this unquestioning obedience to their parents, 

the children may exhibit this trait in the outside world, especially 

in schools. Many educators, unaware of this attitude toward obeying 

explicitly, may peg the child as apathetic or lacking in motivation. 

At home, emotions are often expressed noisly, swinging from 

violence to gentleness, especially among the males. Exhibition of 

temper are seen as signs of intimacy and affection. It’s this constant 

uproar of emotions that puzzle teachers in Barrios. 

A school principle complained that "adults are unrealiable, 

especially men. Husbands don’t get along with wives or children and 

desert so often that we’ve come to expect broken families .... What 

we teach about equality and teamwork makes no sense in their lives. 

A man doesn't have to lift a finger if he doesn't want to; the family 

women slave over him. They seem to think there is nothing like a man. 

In Mexican families, every boy, even is a king." (Landes, 1965:298) 

Fathers and sons feel obliged to protect the daughters virtue 
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or honor. Often they are jealous of her boyfriends and discipline her 

severely. Many times the daughter is beaten and locked in her room if 

she disobeys her father's command. Daughers, like sons, retaliate by 

running away. The wrought up father himself, may disappear having 

little concern for the family. Then the eldest son takes over and often 

behaves as severely as the father. If the missing father returns, he 

is apt to find a forgiving family because the wife is trained to serve 

and-allow compassionate latitude for the father's indiscretions. 

The mother in a barrio family, is loving and forgiving. All 

flee to her in trouble. A women's strength is giving "kindness" to 

the family, responsibly forgiving, serving and accepting. All girls 

are trained accordingly. Women do at times feel bitterly toward their 

lot in life. Many lower class girls mistrust marriage from what they 

have seen yet, dread the disgrace of spinsterhood. 

Heller (1964:38-39) states that the Chicano family indulges 

male children, thus hampering their need to achieve in school and work. 

The children are not taught to delay gratification and so are not 

creative, and lack in self-discipline and independence. In her book 

she warns that those people who work with Mexican-American children 

will find that these children enter school with a disinterest in 

success tasks that are found in school. Goodman and Beman (1971:115) 

also found that their children were very unenthusiastic about school 

work and most thought the play portions of school hours were the best 



27 

part of school. The difference though between Heller's and Goodman's 

findings were that Heller's parents were non-caring in their children's 

academic work while Goodman's parents took an interest and attempted 

to help their children in that area. Gonzales (1967:138) and Kiev 

(1968:12-13) also found that the traditional form of family has not 

been conducive to integration of Mexican-American adults and children 

into American society. 

Acculturation and the Mexican-American. All authors do not view the 

Mexican-American family as retaining their Mexican-American traditions 

at the expense of integrating themselves in American life. 

Penalosa (1967:407) feels that the population of Mexican- 

Americans is clearly moving away from the lower class Mexican-American 

traditional culture, that many authors have attempted to generalize in 

previous pages as typical of all Mexican-Americans. He feels that 

though immigrants come to America with a reinforced set of tradition 

patterns, they are now coming from a more urbanized nation of Mexico 

than in previous times. 

He see World War II causing great changes in the younger 

Mexican-Americans as they took more industrial jobs, went into the 

service and traveled around the world. They were exposed to a new 

kind of life and became dissatisfied with the old ways. 

He reported that in Southern California, one cannot find the 

extended family as once was thought to be a norm of Mexican-American 
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traditions. The ritual co-parenthood relationships no longer has a 

significance in their lives. There is an increased emphasis on 

individuality rather than in thinking in terms of the family. Because 

of anti-discrimination laws in terms of housing, many Mexican American 

families are moving from closely knit barrio ghettos into suburban 

middle class housing. Even in the article by Goodman (1971:118) they 

returned three years later and found that the Anglo-American world was 

encroaching into the barrio. Buildings were torn down to make way for 

new ones and children were attending anglo schools because their old 

ones were closed. 

Staples (1972:183) also feels that traditional family concept 

faces many challenges in the new culture in which it finds itself. 

According to an interview he did with Juan Ramon, a social worker, 

Staples found that when a Mexican comes into the United States, he 

finds that his agrarian background does not provide for dealing with 

the industrialization in their new country. The Mexican lack of skills, 

limited English, his religion and his customs make him a misfit in an 

urban culture. His inability to maintain himself in the role of 

provider of his family erodes his male ego. 

His humiliation in begging from a female social worker destroys 

his concept of male dominance. The endless paper work and questions 

from many public institutions leave him demoralized. He is soon made 

aware that he functions in a culture dominated by female figures and in 
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self-defense pushes his wife forward to shield his male pride. 

Staples found that changes begin to take place quickly in 

female-male roles when financial pressures force the wife into the job 

market. The mother soon finds herself assuming responsibilities that 

used to be her husbands. This practice of sending the wife out to 

work causes the husband to lose face and self-respect. At this point, 

the process of emancipation from paternalistic traditions begins for 

the mother. 

When these male-female roles begin to break down, it takes a 

heavy toll on the unusually long lasting husband-wife relationship in 

the marriage. Uhlenburg (1972:54) shows there is increasing instability 

within Mexican-American marriages. Many Mexican-American males still 

hold the ideal of male superiority. When this concept is broken down, 

a strain is put upon the marriage. When females take over the work 

responsibility within the household, this causes role conflict, which 

* 

can inevitably lead to a large number of separations. 

Still, research done by Tharp, Meadow et al., (1968:404-412) 

found if Mexican-American marriages are allowed to integrate into 

Anglo-American culture slowly, without undue pressure and without a 

•complete break of traditions in regard to male-female roles, a more 

companionate marrige occurs. These people did a study to find out if 

there were changes in marriage roles accompanying the acculturation of 

Mexican-American wives. Two groups of women, one Spanish speaking and 
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the other English speaking, were taken from a population of Mexican- 

American families in Tucson, Arizona. The Spanish speaking group 

represented the more traditional and least acculturated, and the 

English speaking represented the more acculturated group. Through a 

process of elimination, both groups contained forty-three women. 

Group ages were similar though the Spanish speaking group was slightly 

older. A combination of area and cluster sampling techniques were 

employed using the home-interview method. Findings indicated that 

in the area of who was dominant, the Spanish speaking group more 

strongly believe in the husband as boss than did the English speaking 

Mexican-Americans. In household roles as was expected the Spanish • 

speaking husband is perceived as helping less with household chores 

and helping more with heavy maintenance work than is the English 

speaking husband. This seems to point out to greater sex typing of 

task for the less acculturated group. In the area of family solidarity, 

it was found that in the least acculturated group, the social world 

of husband and wife were segregated, whereas in the English speaking 

group, recreation and social activities were joint ventures of husband 

and wife. Thus, the hypothesis was generally confirmed that during 

acculturation marriage roles changed toward eglatarian-companionate 

patterns. 

Mexican-American child and acculturation. It will probably be within 

the Mexican-American children that we will see a change of role values 
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or a mixture of the Mexican-American traditional values in combination 

with Anglo-American values. 

Manuel Ramirez, III (1967:3-11) did a study to find to what 

extent the Mexican-American identified with the Mexican value system. 

The subjects were seventy third-generation Mexican-Americans and seventy 

Anglo-Americans ranging from age eighteen to twenty-four. All subjects 

were middle-class Catholic college students. There were an equal 

number of males and females. A California F scale and a Mexican Family 

Attitude scale were administered to the subjects concurrently. The 

results indicated that Mexican-American subjects made a significantly 

higher score than the Anglo-Americans on both tests. The large values 

of standard deviation in the data of the Mexican-Americans indicated 

that in this group were persons in various stages of acculturation. 

Some had almost completely rejected family values, while others still 

very much identified with them. It would appear then that there are 

other variables besides generation membership and socio-economic class 

that are related to level of acculturation. Ramirez noted also that 

Mexican-American women in the study obtained the highest scores in both 

tests. Thus, it appears that although Mexican-American women are 

achieving increasingly more freedom and equality, they still show signs 

of strong adherence to conformity and submission to authority. This 

is further evidenced by the Mexican-American females* strong agreement 

on items dealing with strictness of child rearing, father dominance in 
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.the family and faith in supernatural powers. 

Moerk (1972:317-25) did a study on the new trend of Mla Raza", 

a term descriptive of a movement which tries to hold onto some of the 

values of their Mexican heritage, and on the other hand demands access 

to educative and success opportunities. 

The author did his research with 446 subjects from three 

different ethnics, namely, Negroes, Mexican-Americans and Anglos. 

Subjects started from as low as sixth grade to as high as seniors. 

Around forty per cent of the subjects were Mexican-Americans. 

The answered questionnaires were designed to find out the 

future aspirations of these ethnic groups. 

In the first study done in 1967, Moerk found that Mexican- 

Americans were significantly lower than Negroes and Anglos in 

educational aspirations. 

By 1970, when another study was concluded, he found that these 

differences had vanished and that Mexican-Americans were under the same 

pressures to attend college. 

Anderson and Johnson (1971:285-309) also found in their study 

that Mexican-American students experienced pressure toward academic 

achievement and they had a stronger desire to earn better grades. 

From the articles, it can be summarized that in the last few 

years great changes have been taking place in academic standards. 

Moerk also found that in terms of occupational aspirations 
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that Mexican-Americans in 1967, had low occupational aspirations, but 

that by 1970 these aspirations were as high as the Negroes and Anglos. 

Also in response to the question of family size it was found 

that in the 1970 study, Mexican-Americans felt that they should wait 

until about two years after marriage before having children, and that 

they should only have an average of three children. 

Nearly three-fourths of the girls in high school sampled, 

accepted birth control methods as something positive, and two-thirds 

of the older boys agreed with the use of these methods. 

Staples (1971:180) also found in his interview that the young 

of Mexican-American heritage are in rebellion against the value systems 

of their fathers. A young man Staples interviewed told of his 

rebellion: 

MMy father has no sympathy. When I was eleven, 

some other kids ganged up on me and hurt me bad. I 

went crying to my father. A big help he was! The 

old man just slapped me in the face and said to quit 

crying like a woman. The only time he didn't hit me 

or ridicule me for tears was at my brothers funeral. 

I learned that my mother can feel sympathy but my 

father only demands and demands and demands." 

An extensive study was done by Leo Grebler et al., (1973:320- 

26) in San Antonio and Los Angeles concerning changing roles and 

traditions in the Mexican-American family. They mainly compared the 

results between the older and young generation to see if there were 

any discrepancies in responses. 

In a statement expressing the traditional concept, the husband 
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should have complete control over family income, the older respondents, 

fifty-nine per cent in Los Angeles and seventy-five per cent in San 

Antonio agreed with the statement while thirty-eight per cent of the 

young respondents in Los Angeles and fifty-three per cent in San 

Antonio agreed with the statement. 

On the other hand, in answer to a question should a husband 

care for the children to let the wife have time off, ninety-one per 

cent of all respondents agreed to the statement. This may suggest 

there are shifts in the norms for a husband within the family. 

In the area of birth control, sixty-four per cent of Mexican- 

Americans in Los Angeles and fifty per cent of the people in San Antonio 

had no moral scruples to using birth controls. 

In the area of education for boys and girls, eighty-seven per 

cent in Los Angeles and ninety-one per cent in San Antonio felt there 

should be no differences in educational opportunities. This agreed 

with Moerk who was finding changes in educational aspirations among 

Mexican-American youngsters. 

Still in regards as to what a well-mannered child should be, 

it was still thought, that a well brought up girl knows not to behave . 

like boys or "bad girls". She does not go out for competitive excel¬ 

lence in school and she does not display iniative outside of what is 

thought proper for a girl to excell in. 

In the final analysis, Joan W. Moore (1970:116-118) wrote: 
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MIn general, family roles change to meet changing 

circumstances. For urban Mexican-American families it 

appears there has been more shift in male role expect¬ 

ations than in the female role .... It seems, how¬ 

ever, that standards of behavior for men are shifting 

away from patriarchal ideas to a norm of equality. 

Increasingly, Mexican-American men are inclined to 

share important family decisions with their wives. In 

Los Angeles, Mexican-American men are less embarrassed 

to care for the children than the traditional norms 

suggest. Today, they are considerably less in need of 

subservient wives than the traditional norms dictate.” 

The Role of the Catholic Religion in 

the Life of the Mexican-American 

To understand the present religious situation among the Mexican- 

Americans in the United States, an examination of the historical back¬ 

ground must be made. 

History of church in Mexico. Cortez and other early explorers were 

accompanied by Catholic friars, and one of their primary purposes was 

to bring Christianity to the heathen Indians. 

When the Aztecs were conquered, the friars did not wait for 

the slow processes of enlightenment, education and persuasion but 

ruthlessly imposed the will of the Catholic Church upon the natives. 

Because the Aztecs already had a highly developed religion, where church 

and state were one, it was easy for them to transfer their loyalities 

to the Catholic Church, especially when under extreme pressure. 

Soon, the power of the Church was so dominating that it even 

dabbled in the politics of the nation. Its fingers spread into all 
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parts of the Mexican peoples life. The taxes and the holding of 

revenues it collected made it such that it was estimated that the 

Church owned one-third of all real and personal property of the 

Mexican Republic. (Anonymous, 1974:67-70) 

The power of the Church was so vast and its stranglehold was 

so intolerable that an overthrow of authority became inevitable. The 

man who unsurped the church authority was one Benito Juarez, an Indian 

by birth but one of the great leaders of Mexico. Under his influence 

the constitution of 1857 was made to provide for complete freedom of 

religious opinions and two years later a complete separation of Church 

and State. But the common people had been so subjugated by Catholicism 

that its influence was still large. Nor did the stranglehold of the 

church abate until the government began to close parachial schools, 

stripped the church of its wealth, closed seminaries and published 

textbooks of anti-religious flavoring. (Schlarman, 1950:504) 

All of this may seem to have little to do with the religious 

situation among our own Spanish-speaking population but as a matter of 

fact it does. First, because New Mexico and other parts of the South¬ 

west was so long a part of Old Mexico and second, because out.of this 

historic conflict between Church and the State of Mexico, there have 

come hundreds of thousands of Mexicans into the United States, many of 

them though nominal Catholics, are in a state of mental revolt against 

the only church in which they are associated with. (Schmitt, 
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1962-63:194) 

History of the church in the United States. Due to the conflict 

between church and state, there was a chronic shortage of priests in 

Mexico which consequently made even fewer priests in the Southwest 

part of the United States and also there was a shortage of monies to 

keep the missions and churches alive. 

When the present Southwest was annexed to the United States 

in Mid-nineteenth century, the Roman Catholic Church lay in a state of 

near collapse. There were no dioceasan priests available to take over 

the Churches. For many years, the missions churches in Texas were 

practically abandoned. New Mexico and Arizona were not much better 

off. In California, Bishop Garcidiego graphically portrayed the 

unhappy state of the church in 1846: 

•'San Solano, San Rafael, San Francisco, San Juan 

Capistrano ect., . . . are without . . . funds, with¬ 

out priests, without the hope that may want to come . 

since they are aware how those who fare here, without 

schools, and without the means to establish them. In 

short, without anything upon which to base hope, it 

is impossible to advance, and so the dioceasan is on 

its way to destruction." (Geary, 1934:187) 

The church in the nineteenth century, because of the lack of 

missions, could best be described as a missionary institution whose 

most appropriate symbol was the padre on horseback. His duty was to 

serve a "clientele" who was percieved as floundering in superstition 

and religious ignorance, mainly Mexican Immigrants who through the 
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church-state conflict in Mexico were uninstructed and non-practicing. 

The padre brought to the people the religious essentials. Those 

essentials were the intense commitment of its members to church in 

order to receive eternal salvation. These "religious essentials" 

were well summarized by Joseph Fitchter (1951:5) 

Certain truths must be believed by all members of 

the church. These constitute the Christian creed. 

There are also certain patterns of conduct called "The 
Christian Code of Behavior" as outlined basically in 

the Ten Commandments, the counsels of Christ, and the 
precepts of the Church. Third, the Christian cult, or 

forms of worship, comprises the sacramental, litera- 

gical and devotional system of the Church. Finally, 
the Christian communion of all members with one another 

idealizes the essential social nature of the Church. 

In dealing with the social and economic needs of its Mexican-American 

members, it would be some time before that final sentence of Joseph 

Fitchter would become a part of the Church. Many priests at the time 

of Fitchter's article felt that spirtual care was most important, and 

the social needs and concerns of the Mexican-American were either 

neglected or ignored. 

Around the twentieth century, more and more priests became 

aware of the plight of the Mexican-American immigrant. One missionary 

commented on the "sordid huts, set back in intricate obscure lanes." 

Mexicans "work for a pittance, suffer and endure their sufferings as 

only Mexicans can, with barely enough to eke out a miserable existence 

(Oblate Fathers, 1929: p. 13) 

A later writer told his readers that Mexican Immigrants are 
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"often subject to very unfair discrimination and contempt." Because 

they know no English and belong "to the very humble class of cheapest 

day laborers, they are regarded with scorn." The "middle-class 

Mexicans", especially "deeply resent the fact that they are treated 

as an inferior race." They suffer "bitterly as a result of social and 

racial prejudices." (Oblate Fathers, 1933:327) 

The conditions that prevented the church from taking social 

action for its parishoners was (1) a shortage of priests, (2) an 

attitude of lasissez-faire in the larger white communities, (3) the 

priests felt that spirtual essentials were of much more importance 

than social care. (Grebler, 1970:456) 

The Catholic Church and the migrant and agricultural worker. Around 

1943, a Social Action department was formed. Because of this committee, 

attitudes were changing from a strictly pastoral concern to orientation 

toward social action. Very little was actually accomplished but it did 

support the right of the poor migrant and agricultural worker to organ¬ 

ize unions. Also it increased rapport between Catholic laity and 

priests and Spanish speaking people both pastorally and socially. 

(Walsh, 1952:25) 

The major effect was not seen till a few years later when in 

1948, two priests of the Archdiocese of San Francisco persuaded the 

heirarchy to release four clergymen from parish churches. These men 

were to work exclusively with Mexican farm laborers in some of the 
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counties of central and northern California. Traveling from settlement 

to settlement their function was to bring sacraments of the church 

directly to the people. Soon, however, they started involving them¬ 

selves in other concerns and wrote to the Bishop asking for permission 

"to explain the teachings of the church on labor-management coopera¬ 

tion." Rather than just preaching social injustices, these priests 

soon were undertaking action to advance it. As these priests attended 

union meetings to explain the social teachings of the church concerning 

the right to organize, oppositions developed among the growers and 

ranchowners. There were pressures put on the priests involved and also 

to the Bishop with the statement that unless the Bishop halted "this 

thing and pulled his priests out of it . . . the church should be 

registered as a lobbyist and . . . denied tax-free status." (Grebler, 

1970:463) 

Because of this pressure, these social action priests who were 

working with migrant workers were sent back to structured parishes. 

Fortunately, their work was not lost, the church started to focus on 

the wide range of problems of the Mexican-American people and in the 

day to day involvment with the farm laborer created an enlightened 

understanding of the larger socioeconomic issue which were seen to 

underlie their religious condition. 

Though the church tried to underplay the role of priest in the 

economic affairs of their migrant laity, priests were getting involved 
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in a number of strikes such as the Delano grape strike in 1965. Priests 

were in marches, strikes, lending their churches for meetings and 

picket lines. Pressure began to build against the involvement of the 

church in these affairs; priests were suspended, but still the church 

despite itself, remained involved. (Grebler, 1970:464) 

This involvment continued to higher levels until a committee of 

Religious Concern, composed of eleven prominant church representatives, 

Protestants, Catholic and Jewish visited Delano in December, 1965. The 

Reverend James L. Vizzard, S.J., spokesman for the group, insisted that 

the strikers had a right to expect moral support from the Catholic 

Church. However, he said: 

Church authorities often frozen with fear that 

if they stand with the workers, the growers will punish 

them in the pocketbooks .... Church institutions 

do not exist for their ownsakes. Nor does the Church 

itself exist for the comfortable, affluent and powerful 

who support those institutions. Christ had a word to 

say about the sheppard who out of fear and because the 

flock were not his, abandoned the sheep when they were 

under attack. (Grebler, 1970:465) 

Though Father Vizzard's statement brought a rebutal from the 

Bishop of Monteray-Fresno, nothing was done officially to censure the 

priest-executive. Later the Bishop made the statement, "The church 

has attempted to create an atmosphere of Christian justice and charity 

in which to search out an equitable solution. But she has not taken 

sides. The church supports the theories and concepts of social justice 

which are set forth. She does, not however, endorse or align herself 
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with a particular union, owner organization or other secular 

enterprises." (1966:1) 

The Mexican field worker did not share the churches position 

in the same light. Cesar E. Chevez, a leader of the strikers' 

replied. 

When poor people get involved in a long conflict 

such as a strike or civil rights movement, and the 

pressures increases each day, there is a deep need 

for spirtual advice. Without it, we see families 

crumble, leadership weaken and the workers grow tired. 

And in such a situation the spirtual advice must be 

given by a friend not by the opposition. What sense 

does it make to go to Mass on Sunday and reach out 

for spiritual help, and instead get sermons about the 

wickedness of your cause. (1971:103) 

Cesar Chevez was referring to the Protestants, as the opposition, who 

were supporting the cause despite political pressure, while the Catholic 

Church was attempting noninvolvment. This caused such a great dis¬ 

illusionment with the church that Cesar Chevez said at one time that 

his biggest worry during the first six months of the strike was to keep 

his men from picketing the Bishop of the local church or during Mass. 

"I just put my leadership on the line and said 

it's not going to be done and I'm not even going to 

explain why but there are certain things where some¬ 

one has to respect." (1971:102) 

Chevez, added, however, that the strikers stopped attending church. 

Shortly thereafter, clergy intervened on behalf of Mexican- 

Americans in the Rio Grande Valley area of Texas. Archbishop Lucey of 

San Antonio who had always supported labor organization and minimum 
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wage legislation, had long fostered a climate of legitimizing social 

action on behalf of Mexican-Americans. He sent two priests in the 

Spring of 1966 to Brownsville, the scene of labor conflict. The priests 

joined the laborers in picketing and one of the priests, Father Killian, 

addressed the strikers on the steps of the Rio Grande Courthouse: 

The priests are here from San Antonio to show 

the power structure that these people are not apart. 

They must receive dignity and respect . . .. The 
people will march and march until they have their 

rights." (1966:1) 

Mounting opposition from the growers and local priests who felt 

threatened by newcomers telling their parishoners what to do, event¬ 

ually suspended the two priests. (Grebler 1970:466) 

Other priests and laymen continued to seek out on behalf of 

the Mexican-American farm workers. Thus, the Reverend John McCarthy, 

field representative of the Bishops Committee for the Spanish speaking, 

said at an official conference in 1967: 

The role of the Church in this area is to be a 

prophet, to scream loud and clear where there are 

injustices. The Church should be a free agent and 

not involved in the vested interests of the socio¬ 

economic structure. But it is a point of fact that 

the Church has been indifferent and pretty much a 

part of the over-all scenery in South Texas. 

(1967:3) 

Though many priests were suspended or sent to other diocese, they did 

act as a catalyst and soon in later years the Church at the higher 

levels supported action involvment, in collaboration with Protestant 
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and other non-Catholic groups. 

Catholic Church and the urban Mexlean-American. Though the trend of 

the Catholic Church slowly became one of social concern as well as 

pastoral care, this did not mean that wide sweeping changes were 

being made among all Mexican-Americans. 

Among Urban Mexican-Americans, the parish priests were still 

ignoring the social care of their members and concentrating on only 

the spirtual care. Many of these parish priests in the cities and 

towns exhibited status quo preferences and emphasized the strictly 

pastoral concern. 

In an interview done by Patrick McNamara in September of 1966- 

67 (1973:253-54), he found from the responses of fifty-two priests 

interviewed, that most parish priests dealth with the pastoral care 

rather than the social care of its parishoners. 

Though the parish priest acknowledged there was poverty and 

prejudice, they saw it as not that bad and that it was being 

alleviated. Secondly, these priests had little exposure to the social 

teachings of the Church in seminary. In fact they preferred to 

emphasize doctrinal and moral sermons as best meeting the needs of a 

population poorly instructed in religion. Thirdly, it was found that 

parish priests tended to take little part in state, civic or neighbor¬ 

hood organizations and activities. 

Generally it was born out by McNamara that the over-all 
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assumption was that parish based priests tend to have a narrower view 

of their functions and to be wary of new and possibly disruptive 

activities. The general findings in part, according to McNamara, 

reflect the demands on the time of priests staffing the low income 

parishes in Mexican-American areas. In addition to the strictly 

religious functions, acute financial problems require close attention 

and management, particularly in San Antonio where the Archdiocese has 

not been in a position to subsidize low income parishes. The parish 

priest round of here-and-now activities tends to absorb his time and 

constrict his perspectivies, leaving little room for expanding his 

vision to larger problems in the community. 

Thus, we have a wide divergence within the Church framework, 

with the social action priest freed from the routine of a parish to 

devote himself to the migrant and rural workers and the parish priest 

who feels that spirtual care is of much more importance than social 

concern. 

The Mexican-American People and 

their Faith in the Seventies 

The obvious question at this point is, has the Catholic Church 

succeeded in effectively reaching the Mexican-Americans spirtual needs 

and ministrations? The answer has to be a cautious yes. The Church 

pastoral activity has reached into every nook and cranny of the com¬ 

munity. But the response of the people is ambiguous. Approximately 
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ninety-five per cent of the seven million Mexican-Americans regard the 

Catholic Church as theirs, but they are either highly selective in the 

use of the Church services or seriously neglectful of them. (Braud, 

1971:89) 

In a survey done by Grebler et. al., (1970:256-59) found that 

Mexican-Americans in two cities of San Antonio and Los Angeles fall 

substantially below the national average of weekly attendance. 

According to the national survey, respondents with no Catholic schooling 

attended Mass more frequently than Mexican-Americans, Mexican-American 

women attended Mass more frequently than do men, though both range well 

below Catholics in other surveys. Similar differences appear when age 

is controlled with Mexican-American attendance in Los Angeles marked 

low in the twenty-twenty-nine age group. San Antonio Mexican-Americans 

scored considerably higher in Mass attendance by age and sex groupings 

than do those of Los Angeles Mexican-Americans. Further, in a study of 

marriages in Los Angeles County, 1963, revealed a low percentage of 

Mexican-American marriages originally performed by a Catholic priest. 

This may not seem surprising in the case of foreign born. Mexican law 

recognizes only civil marriage, which customarily precedes Church 

marriage in Mexico. 

The survey also showed low levels of religious practice and 

of adherence to some of the fundamental teachings of the Church. This 

is due to the Mexican-Americans' low degree of Catholic socialization. 
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This is most evident in their attendance of parochial schools. Accord¬ 

ing to estimates from 1966-67, only fifteen per cent of the Spanish- 

surname school population in grades one through six were enrolled in 

the parochial schools of high density Mexican-American areas of Los 

Angeles and only fifty-seven per cent received either parochial school¬ 

ing or so called CCD instruction. For grades, seven through twelve 

the corresponding figures were twenty-three per cent and thirty-two 

per cent. At the junior high and high school level, the Mexican- 

American participation in CCD classes alone was far below the level of 

all Catholic students in the same grades. In San Antonio, the Mexican- 

Americans enrollment in Catholic school was only twenty-one per cent 

in grades one through eight as against thirty per cent for all Catholic 

students in these grades and fourteen per cent in grades nine through 

twelve as against twenty-three per cent for all Catholic students. 

Thus, the parish priest can indeed point to the enormous need 

for pastoral care with his Mexican-American flock and rationalize his 

preoccupation with this task. As was true in earlier periods, the 

Church cannot assume that the Mexican-American will turn to her for 

comfort and support. Rather, the Church must reach out for him if it 

is to perform its spirtual role. 

The role of the Roman Catholic Church among Catholic Mexican- 

Americans of the Southwest shows a gradual and uneven trend toward a 
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more involved church trying to improve the social conditions of the 

people as well as their Church loyalty and their adherence to the 

norms of religious practice. 

At the beginning the legacy of extremely poor resources and 

the demands on the Church by waves of Mexican immigrants necessitated 

an emphasis on pastoral care. It took considerable time before the 

Church could turn to the social issue needs of its people. 

Summary 

Many researchers indicated the Spanish language as an integral 

part of the Mexican-American life. 

There are conflicting feelings as to whether the retention of 

the Spanish language is good. Brom and Schevsky (1952) feel the 

continued use of the Spanish language is a barrier to Mexican-American 

interaction with the larger world about him. On the other hand Sister 

Francis Wood (1958) sees the continued use of the Spanish language as 

a part of the Mexican-American*s pride in his cultural heritage. 

In the area of children and bilingualism, most researchers are 

in agreement that to force the Mexican-American child into monolingual 

ism is to emasculate him culturally. 

A valuable context in which to study the Mexican-American 

family is for one to realize that the Mexican-American is in various 

stages of acculturation. Thus, there are no concrete guidelines in 
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generalizing the characteristics of the Mexican-American family. One 

observation found is that though the individual Mexican-American is 

in various stages of acculturation, the family still plays an important 

role in his life. 

Some researchers feel that the Mexican-American family life 

style is an impediment to full integration into American society while 

others see it as a supportive unit bolstering the ego of its family 

members. 

The researcher did a historical survey of the Catholic faith 

and the Mexican-American. What was found is that the Mexican-American 

and his religion are estranged from each other. 

Throughout history there has been a lack of concern by the 

Church for its Mexican-American laity. It is only in recent times 

that the Catholic Church has involved itself in the social needs as 

well as the spirtual needs of its Mexican-American members. 

Still, Braud (1971) indicates that over ninety-five per cent 

of Mexican-Americans are nominal Catholics. 



Chapter 3 

RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

Counseling, as a relationship between two or more individuals 

suggests the establishment of a mutual bond between the counselor and 

the counselee. Harrison and Carek (1966) suggest that rapport is -an 

emotional bridge in line of communication and as such it must be main¬ 

tained throughout the relationship. During the relationship, the 

interactants are assessing each other and taking note of what is said 

and how it is said. 

White counselors may find it difficult to establish and main¬ 

tain rapport with Mexican-American clients. That is to say, the 

cultural differences may result in cultural separations. 

When a counselor is white or the client of a minority race, 

there may be unconscious prejudice on both sides. The Mexican-American 

may feel a sense of rage or envy at the white counselor or the coun¬ 

selor may have a sterotyping prejudices toward the Mexican-American. 

Though the counselor is expected to be objective, detached and scien¬ 

tific on the one hand, and warm emphathic and congruent on the other, 

he may try to avoid cultural feelings that might enter into a counsel¬ 

ing relationship. 

The counselor must be aware of his feelings toward Mexican- 

Americans. For example, if the white counselor has sterotyped all 
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Mexican-American males as trying to exhibit their manliness and that 

all females are submissive, he might try all throughout the therapy 

to lead his client into dealing with those traits. This sterotyping 

might lead into misdirection of the counseling relationship and 

eventually to failure. 

Cultural and racial differences constitute a barrier to 

establishing rapport in a counseling experience. The differences are 

not so much race but the implications of being Mexican in a society 

that assigns most minorities secondary status. This separate status, 

in turn, causes Mexican-Americans and Anglo-Americans to have unique 

ways of viewing their world. (Vontress 1971:7-13) 

Although one can characterize a cultural group in general terms 

individual valuation within a given group must be realized. At the 

same time, one must keep in mind the cultural history of the individual 

and that the individual is a product of his communities' traditions 

and behavior patterns. 

From birth, the Mexican-American is shaped by the customs of 

his people. By the time he can communicate, he is a creature of his 

culture and by the time he grows up, its beliefs are his beliefs, its 

ideas are his ideas and its habits are his habits. (Benedict, 1934:2) 

In sum, Mexican Americans and white counselors tend to view 

each other with perceptual disorientations, anxiety, and hostility, 

all of which causes impediments in the counseling relationship. 
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Argon and Ulbarri (1971:87-88) also agree with Vontress, that 

the whole notion of counseling presumes that there is a common under¬ 

standing between counselor and client. Without this commonality as in 

the case of the white counselor and Mexican-American it becomes doubly 

difficult to have a counseling relationship. The counselor wants to 

be helpful. His intentions are good but the results are marginal. 

Because of the lack of results the counselor has to blame his failure 

on one of two options: either his own inability and lack of under¬ 

standing or the inability of the client. Often the counselor sub¬ 

scribes to the latter. 

In some instances, a counselor trained to work with culturally 

different people learns to describe them in terms of the culture of 

poverty. However, even though the concept of the culture of poverty 

is a good one, it still does not account for the importance of the 

ethnic dimension. 

The counselor must be prepared to face the We-Are-All Americans 

and This-Is American groups who keep fighting the notion of a plural¬ 

istic society and promoting monolingual and monocultural citizens. 

The belief that to be different is un-American has permeated through 

out our society. Human beings cannot be mass produced. 

Palomares (1971:143) has developed some guidelines to help the 

counselor overcome problems in cultural communications. 

1. The counselor can set up situations where he can observe 
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himself in the process of interaction to see what nonverbal and verbal 

behavior he exhibits. Videotaping is an excellent tool in developing 

this type of awareness. Furthermore if he is going to work with 

Mexican-Americans he should expose himself to them to see what feelings 

arises. 

2. Once the counselor is aware, he can make some decisions 

into how he is going to change certain bad behaviors on his part. If 

we have prejudices, we identify and access the values that underlie 

our prejudices. 

3. The next step is to set up situations to enforce these new 

behaviors. . We all have the best intentions to change but it is so easy 

to fall back into the old patterns. Changes are not caused in great 

leaps but in a succession of small steps.. This is true for changing 

feeling toward an ethnic minority. The counselor must repeat the new 

behavior pattern until it is ingrained. 

4. Finally, we must police ourselves to make sure that the 

new desirable behavior is a part of ourselves. 

As a counselor, it is easy to say that failure in communications 

is the counselee's fault. It is time to focus the attention on the 

counselor as the cause of miscommunication and prejudicial evaluation. 

The counselor has responsibilities for learning to relate to 

Mexican-Americans. Productive counseling depends on the ability of 

the counselor to permit himself to become part of the total counseling 
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situation. The counselor must know what he is doing and why he is 

doing it and this is not possible until he understands to some degree 

his own cultural conditioning. That is why a part of counselor train¬ 

ing should consist of what might be called sensitivity training. The 

counselor should live among Mexican-Americans in order to appreciate 

what it is like to be Mexican-American in an alien society. Counselor 

in-training should experience the first hand agony and frustrations 

of being Mexican-American in a white society. (Vontress, 1971:7-13) . 

The training of a counselor in minority counseling should 

include readings as the researcher has done, but if it can, it should 

go one step further and expose the counselor to the Mexican-American 

environment. 

This researcher feels whole heartedly that readings can make 

you aware of the cultural differences of the Mexican-Americans but to 

get into the hearts and minds of these people, one should experience 

their life itself. The results of readings and studies tend to be 

abstract and objective, far removed from what these particular people 

are going through. And since a counselor deals with feelings, first 

hand knowledge is essential in beginning to understand and help the 

Mexican-American. 

Implication of the Spanish language for the counselor. The research 

revealed that the Spanish language is still an integral part of the 
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Mexican-American people and will probably remain so. Because of its 

importance, the researcher feels that it should also be for the 

counselor. 

Spanish is the social language of the Mexican-American people. 

In family and friends' interaction, it's the primary method of express¬ 

ing feeling. If the counselor could understand and speak Spanish, he 

could bridge an important communications gap. The counselor deals 

with feelings and if these feelings are best expressed by the counselee 

in Spanish, the counselor will be more effective using Spanish. 

Even if Spanish is not the primary language of the Mexican- 

American individual, he probably will use some of the Spanish words 

and phrases in expressing himself. 

In the actual counseling situation, the studies reveal that a 

client centered approach therapy would be an appropriate framework in 

dealing with this particular minority. Because the Mexican-American 

feels uncomfortable in direct and pointed confrontation, this approach 

will not do. His method of communcation is through verbal expression. 

He enjoys talking. Therefore if given room to verbally express him¬ 

self, he will probably do so. 

If the counselor is white, he might have to deal with a facade 

that the client may assume. When a Mexican-American is dealing with 

whites, he may only say what he thinks a counselor will want to hear 

or he may be polite throughout the therapy without attempting to speak 
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out his feelings. He does this, because in Latin diplomacy to disagree 

or refute is to be impolite. 

Implications of the counselor in a school system. If the counselor is 

in a school system with bilingual children, it is his responsibility 

to develop in that child a pride in his language and cultural heritage. 
t 

It will be his duty to see that the school does not culturally 

emascultte the child, but foster within the child a sense of pride in 

being different. He must be aware that certain tests used to determine 

intelligence or achievement may not be appropriate for the minority 

child. The counselor must make teachers and administrators aware of 

the differences and problems of Mexican-American children, but not to 

punish the child for those differences, but to find ways for helping 

the child work within his differences in an Anglo-American society. 

Thus, this researcher concludes that learning the language 

will be helpful in a counseling relationship; it should not make the 

counselor feel inadequate if he does know it. A counselor, providing 

the child or adult knows English, should effectively be able to work 

with them without knowledge of Spanish. What learning the language 

can do to enhance the relationship, is that if the Mexican-American 

sees that the counselor learned the language in order to communicate 

with him better, he might feel the counselor cared enough. 
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Implication of the family in the counseling relationship. Much 

inference made by research was the lack of concern for the cultural 

variability that exists among Mexican-Americans. Many Mexican- 

Americans occupy all portions of the social, economic and educational 

ladder. Some persons are at the bottom of the ladder and some are at 

the top. Some Mexican-Americans are rural, but most are urban. There 

are differences in cultural awareness; some Mexican-Americans prefer 

total assimilation and acculturation and others prefer to remain in 

the traditional Mexican family mold. 

Also many studies have gone on the presumption that total 

assimilation into the mainstream of American life is desirable. 

Therefore, the Mexican-American family is seen as an impediment to 

assimilation. Thus, many articles have been devoted to describing 

the Mexican-American family in negative terms. 

In any research done on Mexican-Americans, there seems to be a 

variety of different ways in describing the family. All are right but 

are totally wrong in making the assumption that their findings offer 

a complete description of Mexican-American family life. 

The point being made is that a general description of human 

behavior can be helpful at times but tend to lose significance and 

acceptability when a specific client does not fit the proper mold. 

For example, some studies reveal that all Mexican-American women are 
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submissive. What happens if the counselor goes by the rule of thumb 

and encounters an aggressive female Mexican-American? The researcher 

believes that because there are a variety of descriptions of the 

Mexican-American family, one cannot set up concrete guidelines without 

studying the background of the individual client. Cultural factors 

can be important and should be looked at but there is also the possib¬ 

ility of.everinterpreting cultural factors. 

Little is known about the need for counseling among Mexican- 

Americans. The limited data has suggested that the Mexican-American 

has a lower incidence of mental illness than Anglo-Americans. (Padilla, 

1971:72) Gartly Jaco (1960) has suggested that these findings are 

attributable to the existence of a warm supportive extended family with 

strong values of mutual acceptance, cares and responsibilities which 

tend to protect the Mexican-American against the development of major 

mental illness. 

Two studies support Jaco's observation that the family 

structure is vitally important in understanding the mental health of 

Mexican-Americans. In the first study Fabrega (1968:221) found that 

hospitalized Mexican-Americans appeared more severely disturbed than 

their Anglo-counterpart. More important is the fact that the families 

of these Mexican-American clients have been tolerant and willing to 

assist, and consequently delayed having members seek help. This 

accounts for counselors and other service workers seeing the client 
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as needing greater therapy. 

A second study done by Johnson and Sikes (1965:183) found that 

the family occupies a more influential role in the cognitive structure 

of Mexican-Americans than is true for Anglos and Blacks. 

Taken together, these studies are indicative of the positive 

attributes of the Mexican-American family structure. Because of the 

supportive nature of the family, it offers an excellent entry into 

therapy sessions. Counselors should capitalize on the family 

structure when providing mental health services for the Mexican- 

American. The positive aspects of the family can enhance a therapy 

relationship by bolstering the client's ego. 

The researcher concludes that the family is important to the 

Mexican-American and can be a therapeutic agent in the session. But 

the counselor will have to ascertain for himself just what aspects of 

the family will prove helpful or non-helpful in his sessions. Each 

Mexican-American individual and family is different and unique from all 

others and must be seen that way in therapy. 

Implications of Catholicism in a counseling relationship. The pre- 

dominant theory concerning the Catholic religion and the Mexican- 

American was the strong adherence of these people to the Catholic faith. 

What has actually been shown through research is that the 

Catholic religion and the Mexican-American people are not so compatible. 
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The history of the Catholic faith and this minority indicates religion 

and a people estranged from each other. Grebler, et. al., (1970) 

indicated in his research that many Mexican-Americans are nominal 

Catholics. This is not to say there are not strong Catholics but that 

there are many who are not. 

The reasoning has always been that under no circumstances bring 

up the subjects of birth control, abortions, divorces or family plan¬ 

ning. But this researcher found that many Mexican-Americans have a 

positive attitude toward birth control and family planning. 

Thus, rather than treating these subjects as taboo, the coun¬ 

selor should find out if a Mexican-American counselee is a strong 

adherer to the Catholic faith. The counselor should not surmise that 

because an individual is Mexican-American, he is a strong practicing 

Catholic. 

On the other hand because Catholicism is considered the domin¬ 

ant religion among Mexican-Americans, it should alert the counselor 

that any suggestions as to birth control, family planning, etc., may 

be vigoursly rejected and might jeopardize the client-counselor 

relationship. 

The counselor should approach this topic, only after he has 

ascertained the position of his client. The counselor working with 

Mexican-Americans, also might familiarize himself with church attitudes 

toward the use of contraceptives, abortions, separations, suicide and 
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family planning. 

Summary 

All three areas should be considered important when dealing 

with a Mexican-American but because each individual is going through 

different stages of assimilation into American society, the counselor 

will have to learn from interacting with the counselee if knowledge of 

all, one or none of the areas will enhance the relationship. 



Chapter 4 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

This investigation explored the three areas of the Mexican- 

American lifestyles to determine if family. Catholic Religion and the 

Spanish language has significance in a counseling relationship. 

Research studies in the area of the Spanish language indicated 

that it is still widely used as the social language of the people. 

The investigation in the family showed that the Mexican- 

American family is in different stages of acculturation within the 

American society. Thus, there are two existing findings concerning 

the Mexican-American family: (1) the family continues to be authori¬ 

tarian, paternalistic and close knit and (2) the Mexican-American 

family is in the process of assimilation into Anglo-American society. 

Where the researchers did their studies seem to indicate what 

the results would be. Those Mexican-American living in rural and 

urban ghettos tend to have a more traditional Mexican family background 

while middle class and upper middle class Mexican-Americans tended to 

have a more Anglo-American value system. 

All indication of the history of religion and the Mexican- 

American shows they were not always compatible. The church was often 

in the early days not involved in the social and economic needs of the 

Mexican-American people. 
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Only through the attempts of a few priests in the 1950’s and 

1960's did the church begin to see its responsibilities for the social 

as well as spiritual needs of its Mexican-American laity. Studies 

today still indicate a low adherence of the Mexican-American to the 

teachings of the Catholic Church. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions may be observed by counselors who 

are interested in the counseling of the Mexican-American. 

1. For many Mexican-Americans, the Spanish language is the 

best vehicle of expressing feelings. Because the counselor deals with 

feelings, it is to his best interest to learn the language. 

2. The counselor has the responsibility for developing in the 

bilingual child a sense of pride in his language as a part of his 

cultural heritage. 

3. Most research indicated that though the Mexican-American 

is in the process of assimilation, the family still plays an integral 

part in his life. Thus, bringing in family members can enhance a 

counseling relationship because of the supportiveness it can give the 

counselee. 

4. The counselor must be aware that many Mexican-Americans 

are nominal Catholics. Therefore, he should not treat certain topics 

such as birth control and family planning as taboo subjects until he 
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