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This paper is a case study of a small city undergoing 
a process of demograph ic and ethnic change in com­
mun ity, empowerment, and pol itical participation . For 
the dominant ethnic group these changes are th reat­
en ing ,  but resisting the Latino commun ity that they 
fear tends to set in motion the very conditions that 
exacerbate the growing prevalence of poverty and the 
attendant problems of gangs, domestic violence, and 
school drop-out rates . For the Latino community the 
challenge to such resistance is through commun ity 
organ izing and bringing pressure upon the city for 
inclusion in the pol itical structure to influence pol icy 
regarding these problems. 
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Introduction 
This paper addresses the fai l u re of pol itical ethnic mobi­

l ization by a Latin American population near Ch icago, I l l inois, 
due to social and pol itical elements beyond the control of 
Aurora's Mexican-American population . Th is essay wi l l  focus 
on education and the labor market as major social basics con­
tributing to the structural position of the Latino popu lation . As 
the Aurora labor market continues to transform to meet the 
needs of the "post-industrial" economy, the educational system 
takes on greater sign ificance in train ing people for new 
employment opportun ities . A bifurcated educational system 
based on ethn icity-middle class Whites in one and working 
class Latinos and Blacks in the other-operates to center the 
social problems associated with poverty, d iscrim ination and 
cu ltural isolation in  predominantly m inority schools. 

Aurora represents a classic case of Blauner's internal 
colony where an ethnic population is marginal ized , impover­
ished , and d iscrim inated against. Considering these objective 
conditions, the l im ited pol itical response by the community to 
confront the issue of ethn ic marginal ization is problematic, 
especial ly considering the relative size of the Latino communi­
ty. Pol itical and economic power remains monopol ized in the 
hands of the white majority, whi le among the lower classes in 
Aurora, primari ly Latino and African American , there remains 
sign ificant ethn ic isolation that conforms to a system of ethnic 
stratification and social segregation . 

For many U .S .  ethn ic commun ities the increase in eco­
nomic g lobal ization and the virtual col lapse of the l iberal cor­
porate state has meant a restructuring of the pol itical economy. 
Both business and government have broken the social contract 
with the poor, the d isenfranchised,  and organ ized labor. 
Government now takes a less active and d i rect role in provid­
ing public programs to address the issue of poverty and unem­
ployment. I n  place of the contract a greater rel iance is placed 
on the market and private in itiative . Add itional ly, a new inter­
national regime has been instituted where production of goods 
has g iven way to service employment as industrial activity has 
either moved overseas or been computerized . This has a neg­
ative effect upon job opportun ities and potential income.  For 
example, Kent reports that "the movement from manufacturing 
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to services has impacted real income levels; by 1 987, shrink­
ing industries paid 4 1 .4% more in annual wages than did the 
expanding ones" (245) . The structure now in p lace provides 
fewer employment opportun ities for those not wel l  educated 
and who have h istorically experienced d iscrim ination . Song 
and Kim conclude that "the new u .S .  pol itical economy has 
functioned to intensify existing structural inequ ities in American 
society and to further rig id ify ethnic stratification" (237) . With 
h igher school d ropout rates ,  less "cu ltu ral capital" (that is, m id­
d le class parental ski l ls ,  habits and styles that determ ine the 
cogn itive ski l ls of their ch i ldren) , and d iscrimination , various 
non-wh ite ethn ic groups f ind themselves with low paying jobs 
and stal led on the lower rungs of social mobi l ity. The growth of 
technology and a g lobal orientation may l ikewise further isolate 
ethn ic  g roups s ince the dominant group ,  with its relative wealth 
and education , is most able to take advantage of the techno­
logical and g lobal relationsh ips, al lowing them to further insu­
late and reorient thei r relationsh ips and interests away from 
ethn ic  encounters . 

Imp l icit bonds of language and cu lture ,  a set of common 
values and bel iefs , and a shared sense of status h ierarchy in  
the dominant social structure characterize the Latino commu­
nity. The community, then , i s  a popu lation whose members 
consciously identify with each other. But rather than view the 
Latino population of Aurora as a homogenous group or empha­
size regional or interethnic d ifferences (d ifferences between 
Puerto Rican and Mexican, etc . ) , th is research identifies fou r 
major social categories with in the Latino community. Certain ly, 
the Lat ino commun ity is more than just a col lection of people 
l iv ing in close proxim ity to one another. L inked by common her­
itage to Latin America, and especial ly Mexico, the community 
is connected by fami ly and kin ,  sentiment and knowledge of 
h istory, self-help groups, artistic endeavors , social centers and 
cu ltu ral events .  In  other words, the community is a "construct­
ed" space for the expression of cu ltu ral identity. The categories 
d iscussed in this paper, as adaptive responses to the sur­
rounding social envi ronment, transcend these institutional and 
cultu ral l inks and divide the community in ways that h inder 
pol itical action . The fou r  categories , which are based on strate­
g ies of engagement or disengagement with the larger domi-
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nant Anglo society are ( 1 ) a natal home orientation,  (2) the 
gang organization ,  (3) enclave orientation , and (4) community 
activism . The fai l u re of Latinos to mobi l ize thei r strength is not 
a consequence of cu ltu re or personal ity. Rather, d ifferent seg­
ments of the population have developed d ifferent strateg ies 
based on d ifferent perceptions, expectations, experiences, and 
needs. I suggest that these fou r  adaptive strategies are use­
ful for understanding the l im ited pol itical mobi l ization of the 
local popu lation . 

Aurora: An Ethnic Enclave 
With the loss of the Mexican-American war of 1 848 , 

Mexican-Americans, or Chicanos, were created and viewed 
primari ly as a " reg ional minority" (Saenz 1 993) . However since 
World War I I  and the various bracero programs Chicanos have 
d ispersed beyond the southwest, moving especial ly to the 
upper mid-west. Chicago h istorical ly has been an important 
destination for those leaving the m igrant agricu ltu re stream. By 
1 970, 7 .3% of the city's population was Latino .  Presently the 
city core is 24% Latino (450,000 people) , and the su rrounding 
metropol itan area is presently 1 4 .5% Latino ( 1 . 1  mi l l ion peo­
ple) . Although 75 .5% l ived in the core city districts in 1 970, th is 
figure fel l  to 59% by 1 995 with many moving into the suburbs 
(Chicago Tribune) . Accompanying this rapid growth has been 
the concentration of the Latino population at the lower end of 
the social status scale in terms of income, poverty, residence, 
and education as they have penetrated predominantly wh ite 
commun ities . 

The mobi l ization of ethnic identity is a reaction to the con­
t inuing relative social isolation from the dominant ethnic group. 
At the same time various external structu ral pressures such as 
a spl it labor market and various discrim inations in housing,  
education and employment confront the Latino commun ity and 
force it to adapt either to mainstream capital ist-oriented con­
sumer cu lture or turn inward and accentuate a Latin ismo ideol­
ogy. By Latinismo I mean a set of bel iefs , ideas and perspec­
tives based on shared cultural and h istorical experience and a 
system of values and norms which rejects Anglo consumer CUl­
ture and embraces community, fam i ly, and heritage. To an 
extent, then , modern Latino identity is fabricated out of shared 
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cultu ral and structural s imi larities in  its confrontation with the 
larger wh ite society. Th is confrontation is viewed in this paper 
from the perspective of Blauner's " internal colony," that is 
emphasis is placed on power and resource inequal it ies across 
racial l ines. Blauner suggested that internal colonial ism deter­
m ines the asymmetrical relations of people of color with in the 
dominant society. "Like European overseas colonial ism ," he 
wrote, "America has used African, Asian , Mexican , and to a 
lesser degree Ind ian workers for the cheapest labor, concen­
trat ing people of color in the most unski l led jobs, the least 
advanced sectors of the economy and the most industrial ly 
backward regions of the nation" (62) . He identified several 
condit ions to determ ine an internal colony: fi rst , the degree of 
segregation , ethnic isolation , and restricted physical and social 
movement; second , the unequal access to resources and labor 
exploitation ; th i rd ,  cu ltu ral stigma, and fou rth , l im ited pol itical 
access .  All of these conditions are found in the Aurora study 
area. These conditions make assimi lation into the larger soci­
ety a myth for blacks and Latinos because the colonial experi­
ence defines and embeds them in a system of racial domina­
tion . Nagel and Olzak d iffer somewhat from Blauner; but whi le 
recognizing power and inequal ity, they focus on ethn ic identity 
and the abi l ity to mobi l ize to compete for scarce social 
resources, that is ,  "Ethn ic mobi l ization can be defined as the 
process by which a g roup organizes along ethnic l ines in  pur­
suit of g roup ends" (Nagel 96-97) , usually in relation to 
attempts at the maintenance of the enclave by dominant out­
siders .  Fol lowing Blauner, Nage l ,  and Olzak, efforts at main­
tain ing the enclave should encourage forms of ethnic mobi l iza­
tion to counter th is structural position . 

Portes and Manning have identified two general reactions 
to the attempt at permanent confinement of colon ized ethn ics. 
This condition has "g iven rise, in  t ime, either to hopeless com­
mun ities of  'unmeltable' ethnics or to  mi l itant m inorities, con­
scious of a common identity and wi l l ing to support a col lective 
strategy of self-defense" (Portes and Manning 49) . In th is 
paper mobi l ization-the wi l l ingness to support a col lective strat­
egy of self-defense-is considered problematic due to the iden­
tification of the fou r  strategies employed to confront the mar­
ginal ity that colonial ism entai ls .  Several of these strategies 
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tend to fractu re the community by redi recting focus away from 
a community in sol idarity to individual or group efforts that 
seem in imical to commun ity mobi l ization as a basis of col lec­
tive pol itical power. 

Portes and Manning characterize the Latin American pres­
ence in cities such as Aurora as immigrant enclaves. The 
immigrant enclave d iffers from Blauner's internal colony in that 
Blauner addresses a larger structural featu re of society where­
as Portes and Manning focus on structu ral featu res of the com­
munity. The d ifference between an enclave and colony is 
instructive . African American commun it ies, if we fo l low 
Blauner's model , are colon ies , wh i le the Latino population in 
Aurora is an enclave. The central organ izing featu re of such 
an enclave is the local " ind igenous" commun ity economy con­
trol led by members in the commun ity. In African American 
communities much of the local business enterprise is owned by 
members of different outside ethn ic groups-Whites, Koreans ,  
South Asians, etc. The existence of  an "independent" local 
minority economy is essential for understanding whether it is a 
true enclave or only a residential commun ity. Accord ing to 
Portes and Manning,  there are th ree conditions to being con­
sidered an ethn ic enclave: a relatively large number of immi­
grants (mostly fi rst generation and newly arrived) with the busi­
ness experience to operate the economy; available sources of 
capital for investment, and sources of local labor for commu­
n ity businesses. Aurora represents a powerful model of  an eth­
nic enclave. It has all the features of an internal colony-lack of 
pol itical and institutional power, l im ited social mobi l ity, alter­
ation of indigenous cu lture, and geographic isolation-yet it is 
also a self-contained community with an ind igenous economy 
providing most of what people need . 

Structural Conditions of the Aurora Barrio 
The social and pol itical health of a community is depend­

ent upon a number of factors including the educational attain­
ment level of members ,  the school d ropout rate, types of 
employment, and income d istribution . The fol lowing briefly 
examines these factors that negatively impact on the Aurora 
community and represent the conditions over which the com­
mun ity must struggle. 
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Aurora ,  a city of 99,580 people about 45 m i les west of 
Ch icago, has a Latino population of 22,864 (City of Aurora, 
1 995) . Latin Americans have been present in Aurora since the 
arrival of the fi rst Mexican fami l ies-Neves Acosta and JU l ia 
Padi l la-in 1 923- 1 924. During th is early period , 50% of a l l  
Mexican immigrants were located in the city center around 
North Broadway, a pattern that presently continues, whi le 
numerous male rai l road workers l ived in make-sh ift rai l road 
boxcars (Palmer 1 37) . By 1 930 n inety-six Mexicans were offi­
cial ly recogn ized residing in the city, 46% of who were recru it­
ed by and worked for the rai l roads (Palmer 203) . Many others 
worked in the local bracero program . This population g rowth 
m i rrored the same demographic trend in Chicago where the 
Mexican population increased from 500 to 20,000 between 
1 9 1 0  and 1 930 (G racia 1 85-207) . A second wave of Mexican 
immig rants arrived during World War II to work in the local fac­
tories , supplementing the black and female industrial labor 
force . 

Population 
According to the most recent census, it is estimated that 

almost 30% of the Latino population in Aurora has arrived since 
1 980. As of 1 990, Mexican immigrants composed 86% of the 
Span ish speaking population fol lowed by Puerto Ricans with 9 
% (City of Aurora, 1 995) . Presently, Latinos, who make up  
between 25-27% of the city population , comprise the largest 
non-wh ite ethnic community fol lowed by African-American at 
1 2  %. In essence, Aurora has two worlds-one Anglo and the 
other  Latin/African-American . The map in Figure One shows 
the various census districts , h igh l ighting the Latino areas. 
Notice the tight physical concentration of the population . To the 
north l ive predominantly Blacks and working class Whites whi le 
to the east and west are mostly wh ite professionals. Unti l  very 
recently the Fox River that runs through the city was the d ivid­
ing l ine,  a physical boundary between the Latino and white 
populations. Latinos have since moved to the west side, occu­
pying the older working class neighborhoods located close to 
the river. The new boundary is less physical and more eco­
nomical but real nonetheless. The communities on the west, 
along with the newer housing developments located to the 
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east, are separated by the cost of housing. With in a half dozen 
blocks ,  the transition is made to newer, m iddle class homes 
which substantial ly increases purchase costs , a major impedi­
ment for Latino fam i l ies. The Latino population therefore has 
expanded north and south-north into the older black and wh ite 
neighborhoods and south into older wh ite neighborhoods. 
Movement further east or west appears to be effectively 
blocked unti l  such time that income opportun ities improve. 

According to Figure One, fou r  census tracts are over 50% 
Latino and fou r  tracts are home to between 30% and 50% 
Mexican and Puerto Rican peoples . Race and class l imit the 
community's abi l ity to expand .  Th is has al ready led to a very 
tight housing market and overcrowded schools. For instance , 
an analysis of the housing avai labi l ity by census tracts between 
1 980 and 1 990 demonstrates housing condit ions. If we com­
pare census tracts more than 50% Latino (4 tracts ,) with those 
more than 80% white ( 1 2 tracts) , the trend in housing stock 
becomes apparent. Between the census years 1 980 and 
1 990, the fou r  Latino dominated tracts lost an average of 7 .5% 
of their housing stock whi le several tracts more than 80% white 
had an increase between 1 45% and 2353%. Several wh ite 
dominated tracts closer to the city center experienced a smal l 
decl ine in housing of 3% (City of Aurora, 1 99 1 ) .  As the inner 
city housing stock deteriorates due to the age of housing un its 
(most bu i ld prior to or right after World War I I ) ,  the income lev­
els and ethn icity of commun ity residents plays a factor in hous­
ing replacement. The housing "crunch" for Latinos is worse 
than is apparent due to the large numbers of undocumented 
people. Undocumented individuals are very d ifficult to account 
for when gathering statistics . 

In  general over 60% of the total Latino popu lation of 
Aurora l ive with in  the confines of these eight tracts. A review 
of Table One g ives the exact percentages of five Latino domi­
nated tracts and compares them with predom inantly wh ite 
tracts . The heavily populated Latino tracts are found in the 
decaying city center of old industrial Aurora whi le the wh ite 
populated tracts of Robert Reich's "symbolic analysts" ( 1 992) 
are located east, south and west of the center in the emerging 
suburbs. 
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Table One: Ethnic Percentages for Selected Census 
Tracts, 1 990. 

Tract 

8534 
8535 
8536 
8538 
8541 

Percent Latino 

72.0 
50.7 
54.8 
50.5  
35.4 

Tract Percent Latino 

841 6 3.4 
8464 3 .6 
8540 3.9 
8545 0 .5 
8530 6 .0 

As mentioned , the Latino population is located predomi­
nantly in the several census tracts of the old industrial heart of 
the city bordering the Fox River. By 1 970 the beginn ing of an 
ethn ic  enclave was apparent. In two central city tracts where 
the percent of lower- income households was between 60% 
and 90%, the Mexican population had al ready reached more 
than 20% of the tract population (U .S .  Census, 1 970) . As 
Lat inos with lower incomes began moving in ,  "wh ite f l ight" 
occurred,  as Whites no longer maintained the i r  property or con­
verted to rental property. Th is led to neighborhood deteriora­
tion . The conclusion by Nelson & Associates, " . . .  that Aurora 
owners of housing in blocks newly penetrated by Negroes per­
m it their properties to deteriorate" (43) , not only applied to 
African-American residential movement but also appl ied to 
tracts penetrated by g rowing numbers of Latin Americans .  By 
the late 1 970s the estimated poverty rate among Latinos had 
doubled to 1 5% of the popu lation (compared to 6 .9% for 
wh ites) . Median housing values for 1 980 (medium statistics 
are not avai lable) tend to support this conclusion . The census 
tracts most heavi ly represented by Latin Americans had medi­
an housing values of $38,200 whi le values in  tracts almost 
exclusively white were $74,400 (City of Aurora,  1 995) . White 
f l ight b rought with it to the suburbs many city resou rces, neigh­
borhood investment capital , and pol itical power. By the m id-
1 980s wh ite movement out to the su rrounding areas was rela­
tively complete . The more recent growth of newly settled white 
areas in the 1 990s was due to the movement of m iddle class 
wh ite professionals either out of Chicago or attracted to the 
growth of corporate services-headquarters ,  information , f inan­
cial , and l ight manufacturing-in the suburbs. 
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Nationwide Latinos are currently the fastest-growing sec­
tor of the U .S .  population .  Latinos, cu rrently 22.8 m i l l ion ,  are 
expected to be the largest nonwhite ethn ic group by 2050. 
Th is dynamic growth appl ies to Aurora as wel l  but with the 
added featu re of a general geograph ic sh ift in the ethn ic popu­
lation . According to the U.S. Special Census of Aurora in 1 986, 
most of the city's g rowth has occurred on the eastside. While 
the near west side, predominantly wh ite,  had a sl ight popu la­
tion decl ine of 1 %, east of the river the population grew over 
1 0% between 1 980 and 1 986. Of the total city population the 
popu lation proportion west of the river decl ined from 46% to 
43% whi le east of the river the proportion grew from 54% to 
57% between 1 980 and 1 986 (U .S .  Special Census of Aurora,  
1 986) . I n  terms of general population dynamics the city has 
seen an increase in population and most of th is growth has 
been in the African-American and Latino communities . Recent 
estimates predict that Aurora's Latino population will reach 
28,000 by the year 2000 . As ind icated in Figure One, wh i le the 
inner city has become increasingly non-white, the outer fringes 
have become increasingly wh ite . As a reflection of this trend 
over the past decade a number of new school districts have 
developed around the city core to accommodate the perception 
that the Aurora schools are too heavi ly populated with black 
and Latino students ,  although such reservations are not 
expressed in terms of race but "proxies" such as the "quality of 
the schools." 

The degree of cu ltu ral and structu ral assimi lation is prob­
lematic at best. The degree of social-cu ltu ral isolation, a spl it­
labor market, physical concentration into a h igh-density Latin 
enclave, and the perception of discrim ination suggests a mar­
ginal ized commun ity. The Latino commun ity is very pro­
nounced not just in numbers but also in  terms of cu ltu re.  A 
national survey conducted by Strategy Research Corporation 
supports th is conclusion with nine out of ten Latinos identifying 
themselves as "very Latino," and the most l ikely to remain so 
ten years from now are l ingu istically isolated . I n  the significant 
eighteen to sixty-fou r-year-old category the number of respon­
dents indicating that they spoke Engl ish poorly or not at al l  is 
over 30 percent (Northeastern I l l i nois Planning Commission 
1 993) . This is significant because this age category is most 
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active in  terms of employment or social-pol itical participation . 
The degree of l ingu istic isolation has several d imensions.  

One is the pride Latinos feel in  the i r  heritage and the i r  des i re to 
maintain a social identity associated with the Span ish lan­
guage. Second ,  the continual inf lux of new immigrants who 
are native Spanish speakers ,  estimated at over 20% in the 
1 990s, adds new ideas and cu ltural experiences fresh from 
Mexico to the general commun ity popu lation poo l .  And th i rd ,  
the degree of Spanish speaking media, Latino rel ig ious, chari­
table ,  and social services, and the commercial availabi l ity of 
Latino businesses and products in Chicago and su rrounding 
cities l i ke Aurora support the use of Span ish . Another factor is 
more paradoxical . Writing about border cu lture in  E I  Paso, 
Mario Garcia recogn izes the importance of maintain ing one's 
cu ltu re .  He writes , " . . .  Mexicans preserved many native cu ltu r­
al t rad itions that aided them in the i r  transition to a new 
American sett ing by providing a fami l iar cu ltural environment" 
(Takaki 72-8 1 ) .  The paradox is that th is helps to encourage the 
ethn ic enclave by constructing a greater approximation of 
Mexican natal social structu re that may l im it the necessity to 
accommodate Anglo cu lture. The consequence of an enclave 
for many is "acculturation" to the dominant cu ltu re rather  than 
assimi lation into it. That is, rather than g ive up thei r natal cu l ­
tu re ,  Mexican-Americans negotiate a process of learn ing Anglo 
cu ltu re without sacrificing thei r  own past. Rios writes, "They 
chose to accept a bi l ingual ,  bicultu ral mode of l ife rather than 
the monol ingual ,  mono-cu ltural Anglo alternative" ( 1 4 1 ) .  The 
size and c i rcumstance of the enclave , however, can m itigate 
even accommodation via a bicu ltu ral and bi l ingual mode of l ife 
by offering authentic ethnic services that can support isolation 
of commun ity members ,  a conclusion supported by several 
informants. 

Secondary structu ral assimi lation , that is ,  access to an 
occupation with in the power structu re and the major social 
institutions, is l im ited for a number of reasons. In an earl ier 
study of Spanish-speaking people in  Chicago in the 1 970s, 
Walton and Salces found the degree of pol itical participation to 
be weak. " . . .  Among the hundreds of elected representatives 
to various levels of government in the metropol itan area there 
are only fou r  persons of Spanish heritage and these occupy 
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relatively m inor posts" (Padi l la 57) . For a variety of reasons 
Latinos in  general are not active pol itical ly, although , as 
Yzagu i rre correctly points out, voting equals power ( 1 79) . 
Contemporary Aurora l ikewise fits this scenario of low pol itical 
assimi lat ion. Less than 1 0% of individuals of Latin descent 
work in city government, and only 20-25 pol ice officers of Latin 
descent work in a force of over 234 officers.  Al l  the aldermen 
and al l but one city counci l  member are white (one member is 
black) even in districts that are heavily Latino.  It is only th is 
year that the fi rst Latino has been elected to any elected office 
in Aurora. The consequences of l im ited pol itical participation 
are clear. " . . .  Pol itical influence-mere viabi l ity-determines who 
has access to services," writes Yzagu i rre . " I t  is no su rprise ," he 
adds, "that pol itically active neighborhoods receive more police 
p rotection ,  more sewers . . .  than less active ones" ( 1 79) . 
Although discrim ination is a constant presence , low levels of 
pol itical organization and participation ,  education level ,  and the 
newness of many immigrants are contributing factors . 

Education 
Low levels of educational attainment, ski l l  attainment, and 

recent arrival and entry into the labor force also operate to l im it 
structu ral assim i lation . A major contributing factor which sup­
ports not only ethnic isolation but also the spl it labor market is 
the educational system. Table Two i l lustrates the degree of 
educational attainment by the Latino popu lation .  Almost 48% 
of those twenty-five years and older have less than a n inth 
grade education fol lowed by another 20% without thei r h igh 
school diploma. This compares to African Americans of whom 
1 0% have less than nine years of education . White students 
by contrast have fewer dropouts and more students going on 
to advanced degrees. Of those twenty-five years and older, 
2 1  % of whites and 9% of Blacks have col lege or professional 
degrees compared to 4% for Latinos. As employment oppor­
tun ities sh ift toward h igher, more complex technologies, h igher 
education becomes essential . The question is how do we 
account for the greater d ropout rate among Latino students? 
A. Y. So bel ieves that the most sign ificant factor that relates to 
academic performance is socio-economic status (SES) . 
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Table Two:  1 990 U.S.  Census: Educational Attainment, 25 
years and Older, by Race, for Aurora, in  Percent. 

No H.S H.  S.  Some Assoc. Grad 
Race <9y:rs DiRloma DiRloma Col lege Degree B.A. Prof. 

White 9 .5  1 3 .4 29.7 20. 1 6 . 1  4 .6 6 .6 
Black 1 0 . 1  27.5 28.8 1 8 .9 5 .3  6 .2 3 .2 
Latin 47.8 2 1 .3  1 5 .3  9 .0  2 .3  3 .0 1 .3 

So reports that if one removes the effects of SES on stu­
dents ,  d ifferences in  performance level tends to d imin ish (239-
70) . Perez, on the other hand,  bel ieves that the low educa­
tional attainment level of Latinos relates to a number of factors 
including immigrant status, language background, school per­
sonnel ,  and social adjustment, among others (35) . The impor­
tance of Perez's insight is that knowledge, ski l ls ,  and cu ltu ral  
styles are forms of capital that translate into economic success, 
and low educational attainment can lead , along with discrimi ­
nation ,  to the l im ited economic mobi l ity of  the Latino commun i­
ty. 

As a consequence of the growing minority popu lation in  
Aurora, the Aurora school system has seen a dramatic g rowth 
in the ethn ic student population . School District 1 31 is the cen­
tral city district encompassing the Latino community, wh i le 1 29 
is an ethn ically d iverse district in a period of uncertain transi­
t ion . District 204 l ies on the east s ide of Aurora within a r ing of 
new m iddle-class and primari ly wh ite housing developments. 
To the south and far-west of the city are several other  and 
newer school districts which are almost exclusively wh ite and 
whose districts were drawn to keep those students out of 
Au rora's schools . 

Table Three: Aurora School Districts by Ethnicity, 
Language, Low-income, 1 993 and 1 994, in Percent. 

Limited 
Ethnicity Language Low 

School District White Black Latino Proficiency: Income 

31  East 28.8 20.4 49.8 
1 29 West 55.6 1 9 .7  22.7 
204 Indian Prairie 86.7 5 .3  2.4 
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Tables Three and Fou r  i l lustrate the ethnic composition of 
the three major Aurora school districts . The central and clos­
est district to the Latino commun ity is district 1 3 1 .  The average 
composition of Latino students is almost 50%. Five schools are 
over 60% Latino and L .D .  Brady elementary school has a 
Latino population of 93.7%. In  several 1 31 schools, the wh ite 
student body is under 8%. As seen in the tables , there is a 
relationship between the degree of school ethnicity, language 
proficiency, and income. The east schools average 52% of the 
popu lation from low-income homes. The number of students 
from low-income homes is instructive because it suggests a 
lower property tax base for school funding . There appears to 
be a correlation between ethn icity of the east and west high 
schools and faculty salaries. The average Aurora East High 
School salary is $34,469 in 1 993 and $41 ,540 for Aurora West 
in 1 994. Teachers at East, where the student body is over 49% 
Latino and 20% Black, earn only 83% of the salaries at West 
H igh School .  This apparent discrim ination goes beyond the 
physical infrastructure to include per pupi l  spending,  teacher 
compensation , and school board representation . Following the 
internal colony model in which dominant whites continue a 
colonial system of contro l ,  it was on ly last year a Latino was 
elected to the school board in the predominantly Latino Aurora 
East 1 31 School District. Table Three provides specific data for 
several d istrict 1 3 1 and 204 schools and clearly i l lustrates the 
degree of student segregation . 

Whi le the schools selected in Table Fou r  are the extremes 
of ethnic segregation , they do i l lustrate the degree of concen­
tration of Latino students . The increase in a Latino presence is 
accompanied by a significant increase in low- income students 
and students with l imited language proficiency in Engl ish . The 
table i l lustrates not only the growth of the Latino school popu­
lation for select schools in Aurora but also impl ies the kinds of 
problems these schools face. L .D .  Brady School of District 1 3 1 
shows the growth of the Latino student population from 1 989 to 
1 993. The growth in the number of students with l im ited 
Engl ish language proficiency has grown by 57% and the per­
centage of students coming from low-income fami l ies by 1 38%. 
At the opposite end is District 204 Wheatland that has seen 
only a marginal increase in the non-wh ite population . The con-
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cent ration of low- income students presents special problems 
and demands special resources for District 1 3 1 schools. This 
resu lts in  the d iversion of scarce school funds to special edu­
cation and ESL classes. Accord ing to one informant, in  
schools with growing Latino populations such d iversion of 
school resources can be a cause of friction with Whites ques­
t ioning the val id ity of such real location . The Ind ian Prai rie 
School is completely the opposite with a student body almost 
exclusively wh ite and m iddle class. It is interesting to note that 
on the west side is one large school district ( 1 29) wh i le on the 
east are two: the older 1 31 district and the new 204 district .  
The informant suggested that the new district was developed 
to prevent the mobi l ity of Latino students from enrol l ing in  the 
newer, wh ite schools (OM ,  personal  commun icat ion) . 
Apparently students can move with in  a district but not between 
them . As the figu res in Table Fou r  ind icate , the two m iddle 
schools on the near west side in  district 1 29 are experiencing 
a transition toward a more ethnic student body as fami l ies 
attempt to break out of the barrio .  For the 1 994- 1 995 school 
years ,  there has been an average decl ine of 1 4 .6 in the wh ite 
student popu lation compared to an average 1 7 .5% and 25 . 1  % 
increase in  the African American and Latino populations 
respectively. For the twelve schools of D istrict 1 29 the overal l  
trend is a decl ine of 5% in the wh ite student population with 
Blacks increasing their representation by 8% and Latinos by 
4.5% (City of Aurora 1 995) 

Table Four: Select Aurora Elementary and Middle 
Schools for 1 989, 1 990, 1 993-1 995, in  Percent. 

Limited 
Ethnicity Language Low 

School Wh ite Black Latino Proficiencll Income 
l. D. Brady (# 1 31 ) 

1 989 7.3 6 .2 86.5 41 .9  33. 1 
1 990 7.4 7 .0  85.4 53.2 39 .7 
1 993 4.4 1 .9 93.7 66 .0 79. 1 

Wheatland (#204) 
1 993 94.6 1 .4 0 .7  0 .0 0 .5  
1 995 92 .5  2 .2  1 .5 0 .7 0 .7  
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Schneider (#1 29) 
1 994 64.5  1 6 .4 1 2 .0  0 .5  3 1 .4 
1 995 56.7 20.8 1 5 . 1  2 .0 37. 1 

Greenman (#1 29) 
1 994 67.0 1 6 .7 1 6 . 1  0 .3  38.8 
1 995 57.6 1 9 .2 22.4 2 .3  39.8 

The two factors contributing to the demograph ic sh ift are 
the crowded eastside schools and a residential sh ift across the 
river as the Latin commun ity responds to a very tight housing 
market . The impl ications for many west schools are clear. As 
a school's ethnic composition shifts toward a non-wh ite student 
body, white fl ight increases . When viewing Figure One it is 
clear that Latinos are h igh ly concentrated in central city 
schools whi le low representation is found in the outlying areas . 
These outlying areas are general ly new housing developments 
which cater to the professional m iddle class. Students can 
attend schools with in the school d istrict determined by their  
residence, which in  turn is determ ined by income. The new 
form of d iscrim ination appears to be based more on class than 
race. In th is case, then , class is a proxy for racial segregation . 

These tables suggest that schools with the heaviest Latino 
(and African-American) student populations are those schools 
with the g reatest degree of social problems based on language 
and poverty and also ethnic isolation . Brady Elementary is over 
95% non-white wh i le Todd is 64%. These schools have wit­
nessed an increase in non-educational social problems with 
which they must contend , wh i le at the same time they have 
received a relatively smal ler share of educational revenues. If 
schools are to prepare students with ski l ls for h igher education 
and new high-tech jobs, as wel l  as a greater degree of ethnic 
integration in the broader pol itical and social commun ity, then 
District 1 31 schools, and to a lesser extent District 1 29 ,  are key 
to maintain ing or breaking out of Blauner's internal colon ial ism 
of marginal ization and isolation . 

Labor Markets and Income Distribution 
Understand ing the re lat ionsh ip  between education ,  

income distribution , and labor market participation i s  necessary 
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for understanding the Aurora commun ity. Much research on 
Latino income distribution relative to Whites has focused on 
one of two questions.  Are d ifferences in  income earn ings an 
outcome of degree of human capital (such as education) or  the 
existence of discrim ination? Considering the age d istribution 
and the recent arrival of large segments of the population , both 
questions are pertinent. 

What appears apparent from th is table and the fol lowing 
tables is the relationsh ip  between education and income. The 
1 990 U .S .  census estimates that over 1 6% of the Latino popu­
lation are below the poverty leve l ,  an increase of 8% since 
1 970 (Northeastern I l l inois Planning Commission 1 993) . This 
is a biased figu re since, as one informant estimated , over 30% 
of the popu lation are undocumented al iens, and these individ­
uals do not apply for welfare aid or unemployment nor are they 
l ikely to be accounted for in the census. Yet the undocument­
ed worker, I suspect, earns only a l ittle above the min imum 
wage, i f  l ucky. Whi le exact figu res are not avai lable ,  the pover­
ty level may be closer to 20-25% of the commun ity even 
though f igu res that are more recent place the unemployment 
rate at about 5%. The unemployment rate, however, is a poor 
proxy for estimating poverty. The problem is not one of unem­
ployment versus employment but rather the low pay rate of 
m uch of the work avai lable, especial ly for undocumented work­
ers .  Nevertheless , low-income students concentrated in poor­
er schools and faced with various d iscrim inations tend to d rop 
out at g reater frequencies than other students. 

However, analysis of where Latinos are working suggests 
a segmented labor market where Latinos are d i rected into low 
wage employment. According to Bonacich recent immigrants 
or ethn ic g roups from rural areas ord inari ly make up a source 
of readi ly avai lable cheap labor ( 1 972) . Melendez suggests 
that "wage inequal ity could be attributed to barriers that prevent 
H ispanics access to good jobs" ( 1 92; 1 95-98) . The importance 
of ethn icity for the labor market is determ ined not only by the 
structure of local employment avai labi l ity (Le. , kinds of work 
available) but also due to employers' perception of the ethn ic 
characteristics of the community (that could lead to d iscrimina­
tory h i ring practices) . These g roups provide a pool of cheap 
and often pl iable labor but also represent a threat to the Anglo 
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labor force that traditional ly has occupied these low-level man­
ufacturing positions. 

In  Aurora the Latino labor force is broken into both primary 
and secondary segments .  The primary segment is manufac­
turing , assembly l ine ,  and construction , and the secondary 
segment are such services as lawn and garden service, restau­
rant service, and retail supply stocking .  Lawn and garden and 
restaurant services are almost exclusively a Latino reserve 
throughout Kane and Dupage counties. A rough estimate sug­
gests that about 80-85% of al l  lawn service is Latino, including 
supervisory posit ions. It is interesting to note that there is a 
segmented labor market in the lawn care industry as wel l .  
Most of the private lawn care compan ies are composed of 
Latino workers who primari ly work around community develop­
ments and corporate campuses. These jobs are low wage, 
have few benefits , i f  any, and are seasonal at best . However, 
those employees working for the county who do road work and 
maintenance are mostly wh ite . These are year-round county 
government jobs with benefits and higher pay. 

Table Five indicates the distribution of employed Latinos 
over the age of sixteen for those l iving in  census tracts most 
heavily Latino. Whi le only 6% of the Latino labor force work in 
agricu ltu re and construction , they represent 1 7% of al l  laborers 
in that sector compared to 2% for Whites. Many of these jobs 
involve low-ski l led construction work and manual labor road 
repair work. In tract A districts an average of 47% of the labor 
force is in  manufactu ring and an additional 1 6% in whole­
sale/retai l  trade.  Th is compares to select wh ite dominated 
tracts where only 8% of the labor force are in manufactu ring 
and 22% in wholesale/reta i l .  The relatively high number of 
Latinos in the wholesale/retai l  business is attributed to size and 
isolation of the ethnic enclave . Conversely, only 1 0% of 
Latinos are employed in professional services and publ ic 
admin istration whereas among Whites the figu re is 24%. 
Fewer than 2% of Latinos are in publ ic service whi le for Whites 
it is almost 5%. Clearly, the white popu lation is experiencing a 
transition from a blue-col lar labor force to a professional labor 
force whi le Latinos remain concentrated in  the more trad itional 
labor areas. These figu res tend to support national statistics 
that indicate that 1 1  % of Mexican Americans are in profession-
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al positions compared to 30% for white Americans (Feagin and 
Feagin 1 996) . Apparently, for whatever reason-education , 
recent arrival-Latinos are funneled into the sort of jobs most 
members of the dominant group do not want .  Most of the 
antagonism Latinos face in Aurora comes from working class 
Wh ites who compete with Latinos for a l im ited and decl in ing 
number  of blue-col lar jobs . Since upper class Whites are not 
in d i rect competition for employment, resources or education ,  
Whites feel only a cu ltural threat to the ethnic composition of 
sh ift ing demograph ics .  

Table Five:  1 990 U .S .  Census: Employed Latin American 
Persons 1 6  Years and Over by Industry and Census 

Tract, in Percent. 

Ag. & Transprt. Whlsl.  Ret. Pub. Prof. Pub. 
Tract A* Total Cons. & Comm. Man. Trade Servo Servo Adm.  

8534 1 00 6 4 47 1 6  1 6  8 1 
8535 1 00 4 4 5 1  1 5  1 1  1 3  2 
8536 1 00 7 5 46 1 6  1 7  7 2 
8538 1 00 7 4 42 1 8  1 3  1 4  2 

Tract B** 
8465. 1  1 00 5 1 1  1 7  23 22 1 9  3 
8530.3  1 00 6 8 22 2 1  1 6  24 5 
8530.2 1 00 5 7 28 2 1  1 4  1 9  4 
8539 1 00 7 4 1 6  1 6  1 8  32 6 

*Tract A is census tracts with over 50% of the population of Latin 
American ethn icity 
**Tract B is census tracts between 4 and 1 1  % of the population of 
Lat in American ethn icity 

The d istribution of household income is correlated with the 
unequal d istribution in employment and the lower education 
ach ievement levels. With a majority of Latinos found in lower­
ski l led positions requ i ring less education their income d istribu­
t ion tends to be skewed downward . On the other hand,  
according to Table Six ,  Whites tend to occupy a g reater pro­
portion of positions requ i ring h igher education and thus com­
mand higher incomes. Almost 47% of  al l  Latinos in the work-
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force earn under $25 ,000 a year and only about 4% earn 
incomes over $75 ,000. Whites compare with less than 1 1  % 
earning under $25 ,000 and 20% earning more than $75 ,000. 
Overal l ,  average household incomes for Latinos are only 86% 
of white income. When broken down into per capita income 
the gap is even wider: Latinos had a per capita income of 
$7 ,938 in 1 990 whi le Whites had $ 1 3 ,335 in  1 990. I n  per capi­
ta terms, Latinos earned only 59% of wh ite income. Final ly, the 
ethnic enclave itself provides substantial employment. The 
enclave is large and d iverse in business to the extent that there 
is considerable internal demand for labor. Latino community 
employment tends to be in the wholesale and retai l  trades 
where Span ish language proficiency and fam i l iarity with 
Mexican p roducts and customer interaction is important. 
Found with in the commun ity are a variety of Latin (mostly 
Mexican American) oriented services such as travel agencies , 
real estate agencies, automobile sales and repai r, hairs alons, 
g rocers , numerous vendedoras ambulantes, and cloth ing 
stores. 

Table Six: 1 989 Household Income Distribution for 
Selected Census Tracts, in Percent. 

Latino White 
I ncome 8534 8535 8536 8538 841 6  8464 8540 8530 

$ - 1 0 ,000 1 3  1 2  23 9 5 5 3 0 
1 0-25,000 32 30 34 35 2 2 1 1  1 5  
25-49,999 41  40 31  38 29 5 1  22 43 
50-74,999 1 0  1 3  1 0  1 4  41  26  27 37 
75- 1 49,999 4 5 2 4 23 1 4  24 5 

1 50 ,000 + 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 3  0 

Communities of Resistance and Disengagement 
The exposure of the Latino commun ity to new ideas, val ­

ues, norms, and institutions has forced it to confront a sense of 
deprivation , loss, and vulnerabi l ity. For many, writes Padi l la of 
Ch icago, " integration has come to mean relegation to econom­
ical ly less productive and increasingly marginal positions in the 
u rban labor force" (7) . Of interest here is how the commun ity 
has reacted to this situation . As Pad i l la argues, " . . .  the degree 
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of integration of an ethnic group in the institutional l ife of the 
larger society determines, in part, the kinds of strategies or  cul­
tu ral innovations that such a group would create to relate to c i r­
cumstances of society inequal ity" (6) . Fou r  strategies are iden­
tif ied in  Aurora which suggest a community of "resistance" and 
"disengagement" to the various forms of inequal ity. The four 
strategies are ( 1 ) a natal home orientation , (2) gang organ iza­
tion , (3) enclave orientation ,  and (4) community activism.  I n  
general we  can conceptualize the natal home orientation and 
enclave orientation as strategies of d isengagement. Rather 
than assim i late the goal is to construct a more "authentic" 
Lat ino experience with in the Latin community and along with 
withd rawing from most forms of inter-ethn ic i nteract ion . 
Commun ity activism and gang organ ization , on the other hand ,  
represent strategies of resistance, one "negative" and the other  
"positive ." Commun ity activists operate from an  ideological 
understanding of the need to further open up the white domi­
nated pol itical economy. Activists , some of whom often share 
an enclave orientation , are those most l ikely to structural ly 
assimi late and cu ltu ral ly "accommodate" whi le at the same 
t ime  p romot ing ethn ic  pr ide ,  self- identity, and pol i t ical 
response. 

( 1 ) Natal home orientation-these are individuals, i l legal or 
legal ,  who bel ieve residence in Aurora (and the US) is tempo­
rary and that sooner or later they wil l retu rn to Mexico and Latin 
America. Kearney ( 1 995) refers to these people as "transna­
tionals . "  "Transmigrants are immigrants whose daily l ives 
depend on mu lt iple and constant interconnections across inter­
national borders and whose publ ic identities are configu red in  
relationship to more than one nation-state ," according to G l ick 
Sch i l ler, et al (48) . These individuals maintain a dual existence 
with a predominant strategy or  orientation of "disengagement." 
They have l ittle interest in investing in  community activism to 
promote social change-they are only visitors ,  even if they have 
U .S .  citizenship and wi l l  eventually retu rn home. Many remain 
in close contact with thei r natal vi l lage, sending money, owning 
property, and maintaining vi l lage membersh ip through visita­
tions. Residence in the U .S .  is an economic strategy rather 
than any sort of "l ifestyle" commitment, especial ly in  l ight of 
perceived wh ite antagonism . One informant in particular has 
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been in Aurora for n ineteen years yet retu rns to Mexico every 
year and recently bought a piece of land in  preparation for 
moving back. He felt that after n ineteen years he remains a 
stranger in this country, rarely ventu ring out into the Anglo 
world and m ixing with whites, although grateful for the oppor­
tun ities it has g iven h im .  

(2) Gang organization-these are younger people, gener­
al ly but not exclusively male, who react to thei r social envi ron­
ment th rough gang activity. It is estimated that at least eight 
gangs operated in Aurora in 1 996 with an estimated member­
ship of over 700 individuals ( The Beacon News) . The h igh eth­
n ic concentration of low-income people and the poor qual ity of 
publ ic schools has led to a sense of frustration , anger, and res­
ignation . Gang members are aware of thei r marginal status on 
the ethnic stratification ladder. The inadequate assistance the 
city provides to the community, the l im ited degree of job avai l ­
abi l ity, lack of recreational outlets , d iscrimination ,  and the dys­
functional homes born of poverty and l imited opportunity have 
a negative effect upon many young Latinos' perception of the 
future .  Furthermore, accord ing to one informant, gang mem­
bers are aware, that "they are not wanted , that wh ites don't 
understand or care for 'Mexicans. ' "  They are cognizant of real 
boundaries separating them from wh ite ethnic commun ities 
that are essential ly "foreign" territory. Gang membersh ip is a 
form of negative resistance in  the sense that gangs confront 
the broader pol itical economy but have no theoretical basis for 
understanding the structu ral and operational makeup of a sys­
tem that systematically engages in racism,  discrim ination and 
ethnic isolation . The only avenue for venting frustration and 
anger are those with in reach-each other. 

A variety of reasons look beyond deviance as to why youth 
join a gang.  Cloward and Ohl in suggest that gang membersh ip 
is attractive in l ight of counter conditions of unemployment and 
scarce income opportun ities ( 1 960) . I n  Aurora 1 8% of those in 
the pr ime gang age group, twelve to seventeen-years-old ,  are 
l iving below the poverty leve l .  If we include the broad age cat­
egory, eighteen to sixty-fou r, the number l iv ing below the 
poverty level increases to 36 . 1  % ( 1 990 US Census, Summary 
Tape Fi le 3) . Twenty-eight percent of al l  Latin males are either 
unemployed or have qu it looking for work ( 1 990 US Census) . 
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Clearly, gang membersh ip with its associated control over var­
ious i l legal economic activities-drugs, stolen goods-offers an 
alternative to unemployment and poverty. In 1 996 pol ice 
seized an estimated $7.7 mi l l ion in d rugs indicating sign ificant 
income opportun ity ( The Beacon News) . Crime in association 
with gang organ ization appears pervasive . The Engl ish­
Spanish newspaper, Ef Conquistador, stated :  "The people of 
Aurora are worried about gang violence and d rug use. Several 
mu rders have al ready been committed in the fi rst month of 
1 996. A record high of twenty-five homicides in Aurora in 1 995 
has intensified the fear throughout the community" . 

On the other hand researchers such as James Diego Vig i l  
stress that many become gang members in search of  a sense 
of fa familia i n  a world surrounded by Anglos, a place where 
they don 't feel rejected . Joy Brown , et aI . ,  reports the fol lowing 
conversation with "Eddie," an eighteen-year-old (34-35) . 

Q: "Why is it d ifficult l iving here? Do you m iss home?" (He 
has been in  Aurora fou r  years. )  

A :  "The United States in not l ike I thought i t  wou ld be. I 
feel lonely a lot ." 

Q:  "Why do you feel lonely?" 
A: "Not being able to speak [Engl ish] wel l  and feel ing 

rejection ."  
Q :  "Rejection from who?" 
A:  "White people. It is d ifficu lt for them [young Latinos] to 

be here ,  to adjust l iving here .  They feel l i ke strangers." 

Gang membersh ip not only can compensate for socioeco­
nomic deprivation but also can provide the means for main­
tain ing cu ltu ral and personal identity to counter such feel ings.  
Gangs can provide status and a sense of belonging that many 
young Latinos f ind deficient in the commun ity and broader soci­
ety. 

(3) Enclave orientation-individuals in this group may be 
either legal or undocumented residents. Here the operant 
characterization is one of rejection of dominant Anglo values 
and institutional means and/or social d isengagement. Aware 
of their hosti le environment or indifferent to it, th is group, sup­
ported by an ideology of Latinismo, chooses to l im it thei r inter­
actions with the broader  outside society. The characteristic of 
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this group is an intentional but general isolation from Anglo 
society around them . In part as Mexicans have moved into 
Aurora they have recreated the world left behind-the ethnic 
enclave. Rois has observed , "Cultu ral elements which synthe­
sized the Mexicano Mestizo were not left beh ind by Mexican 
migrants coming north . Language, food , customs, rel ig ion , art, 
music, folklore ,  and medicine were brought from al l parts of 
Mexico to the Un ited States" ( 1 40) . Engl ish comprehension is 
l im ited or non-existent, and physical movement is usually local 
un less accompan ied by someone else. For members of this 
group shopping is exclusively in the Aurora Latino commun ity 
(there are th ree or fou r  major supermercados) . Newspaper 
reading is confined to the two local Span ish language newspa­
pers. I nstitutional interaction such as PTAs, pol itical activity, 
and l ibraries, is very l im ited with people often relying on the i r  
chi ldren to mediate . Immigration can be broken down further 
into two groups. One is comprised of the recent immigrant new 
to the U .S :  young but with l im ited language and occupational 
ski l ls .  The second group, generally older, has fol lowed fami l ies 
to Aurora and have l im ited need to move beyond their local 
community. For example at a Cinco de Mayo fiesta last year I 
met several older Mexican women who,  after fol lowing the i r  
fam i l ies north , have l ived in the commun ity for a number of 
years yet essentia l ly speak no Engl ish . There even exist sev­
eral curanderos and herbal shops. 

Because they are both acts of d isengagement, there is an 
overlap between natal home and enclave orientations. There 
are ,  however, several d ifferences. Many who share the natal 
home perspective also work and interact outside the enclave . 
Even though many wi l l  eventually retu rn to Mexico , unti l that 
t ime they attempt various negotiations with the broader com­
mun ity. Many, for instance , work in factories, stockrooms, and 
restau rants in predominantly wh ite communities. Whi le possi­
bly l im ited , they do interact with wh ites . Those remain ing iso­
lated with in the Latino community are general ly older or those 
newly arrived . Many of the recently arrived are younger and 
most wil l eventual ly seek outside opportun ities after a period of 
accl imation . 

(4) Commun ity activism-according to Navarro ,  compe­
tent and committed leadership is an essential component for 
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any commun ity organization . "Leaders must be mu lt i-func­
t ional"  informs Navarro .  "They are mot ivators of the 
people,visionaries who inspire hope and ideas, mechanics of 
organization , and strategists who plot and carry out the 
change" (362) . I n  Aurora this is a relatively small g roup of 
mostly un iversity-educated , though not necessari ly so, individ­
uals who th rough social service agencies, chu rches, communi ­
ty centers, and outreach programs mediate between the Latino 
commun ity and the larger Anglo-dominant social and pol it ical 
structures. This group in  general has the ideological con­
sciousness and awareness of the mean ing and intent of sys­
tematic d iscrimination and also has the abi l ity to confront the 
social-pol itical structure and mediate in the name of the Lat in 
community. 

Commun ity activists can be broken into th ree groups: 
g rassroots organ izations such as the Latino Empowerment 
Project; those who work as social service providers such as 
Mutual G round; and those "institutional" in character such as 
the H ispanic Chamber of Commerce, the editor of EI 
Conquistador, teachers and pol itical officials. Al l  th ree groups 
tend to have d ifferent agendas and, as in  the case of the 
Chamber and several g rassroots organ izations, they also have 
serious d isagreements over strategy and outcome. 

One major institutional presence in the Latino commun ity 
is the chu rch . Whi le it is d ifficult to assess the power and 
impact of the chu rch , especially the Cathol ic Church , there are 
a number  of Latin American chu rches operating in Aurora. One 
informant, Jose, is a pastor as wel l  as commun ity activist 
employing a l iberation theological approach to h is congrega­
tion and the Latin community in general . According to his per­
spective, h is  m ission is to move beyond addressing the needs 
of "American ization" to the issues of social justice and commu­
n ity bu i ld ing .  Jose's masses tend to  accentuate moral respon­
sibi l ity, trad itional values, and the need for sol idarity. His 
chu rch and others have become places of refuge for the newly 
arrived as wel l  as focal points for institutional support for solv­
ing community problems. 

Activists are a crucial element in community mobi l ization 
for development. Community activists include members of the 
H ispanic Chamber of Commerce, EI Centro Panamericano,  
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Joel Perez's God's Gym , and the Root Street Community 
Resource Center. Agencies such as the Favala Foundation 
and EI Centro Panamericano offer and promote various social 
services. Melendez's research on development in Latino 
enclaves supports this perspective, concluding that "These 
cases show that effective strategies depend on both the mobi­
l ization of leadersh ip and other resources internal to the com­
munity and their  articulation to those mainstream economic 
institutions that u lt imately provide access to jobs and financial 
resources for residents and businesses" ( 1 26) . 

A small number of Latino professionals are active in devel­
oping pol itical strategies such as voter registration drives . 
Second but less "pro-active" groups are those commun ity 
members ,  possibly less educated but equal ly concerned , who 
attend meetings and publ ic forums to support the activities of 
the mediators . Pol itical participation is l imited by either the 
legal status of the voter (you must become a natu ral ized citizen 
to vote) or the low median age of the Latino population (Feagin 
and Feagin) . As Gonzalo Arroyo, the d i rector of Family Focus 
Aurora, observes, "The problem here is not d iscrimination but 
participation" ( Chicago Tribune) . One informant who works for 
a local commun ity agency bel ieves that the reason for such low 
pol itical and community participation is fear. Many undocu­
mented individuals are fearful of becoming too visible and 
located by the I NS.  Another reason suggested is the parochial 
and unorganized nature of those in leadership positions. Most 
sociologists wou ld add that pol itical participation , outside of 
compel l ing perceived th reat to commun ity members ,  is predi­
cated on class background (Neighbor 1 0) .  Certainly educa­
tional level ,  income, and occupation are sign ificant elements in 
the motivation for pol itical participation . 

Conclusion 
Aurora is ,  as Richard Rodriguez once characterized Los 

Angles, a city of separate l ives . The Anglo city l ies west of the 
Fox River and on the east side resides the "other," black and 
Latino. The Latino community is dynamic with numerous 
Latino owned businesses and services, street vendors , and a 
variety of celebrations. The summer months are a time of 
numerous fami ly activities such as qinceaneras, school g radu-
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ation parties, and fiestas sponsored by local chu rches. Al l  of 
these help to strengthen ethnic pride, cu ltu ral identity, and pro­
mote a sense of cu ltural commun ity. At the cultural level the 
Aurora barrio exhibits a strong sense of ethnic solidarity. 

Aurora is also a city of impending crisis. Due to the forces 
of economic g lobal ization Aurora is experiencing transforma­
tion . Un l ike previous periods entry-level industrial jobs that his­
torical ly have provided a better standard of l iv ing are rapid ly 
decl in ing .  Whi le the issue of transformation is d ifficult to 
address at the international level ,  an alternative is found at the 
local level. Without greater active pol itical participation as an 
ethn ic g roup it is undecided whether the city wil l  develop pol i­
cies and devote resources to deal with deteriorating housing 
stock, unemployment, crime,  and d iscrim ination .  Without 
effective publ ic pol icy the issues of affordable housing avai l­
abi l i ty, publ ic school retention and graduation , and employment 
opportun ities in the Latino community wi l l  remain serious. 
Whi le there has been success in both physical and socio-eco­
nomic mobi l ity, the success rate has not been enough to off-set 
the inf lux of new immigrants or the resident working poor. 

The problem of l im ited pol itical response is not located in  
various Latino g roups' fear of  loss of  cu ltu ral identity by engag­
ing the broader pol itical or cu ltu ral communities . Most of 
Au rora's Latin population is Mexican with a strong sense of 
heritage and shared h istorical experience. Engagement there­
fore represents no th reat to ethnic cultu ral boundaries . As 
Pad i l la points out, most ethn ic groups in Chicago have "tu rned 
to the i r  ethn icity as a strategic solution to their condit ions in 
u rban America" ( 1 42) . Melendez agrees and suggests that 
s ince poverty is usual ly over-represented in  ethn ic areas, "eth­
n ic and racial sol idarity can have an important impact on city 
development strategies" ( 1 1 1 ) . Yet un l ike Padi l la's experience 
in  Ch icago,  Aurora has been l im ited in its abi l ity to mobi l ize 
Latinismo as a strategic resource with which to confront the 
pol itical establ ishment. Due to the twin factors of low-income 
and the fluid movement of Latinos across national borders ,  on 
the national level Latinos have h istorical ly had very low levels 
of pol itical participation (de la Garza) . Beyond the wel l-estab­
l ished observation that the poor do not participate pol itical ly, a 
major impediment to mobi l ization in Aurora is the number of 
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undocumented workers in  the commun ity. I n  a recent study 
Rob Paral estimates that 44% of the undocumented in I l l inois 
are from Mexico (5) . Their  potential as a pol itical force is atten­
uated by thei r fear of La Migra (the I mmigration and 
Natural ization Service) and deportation . The outcome of these 
forces is a poorly developed pol itical constituency. 

The natal home and internal orientations of d isengage­
ment are individual ist in adjustment and thus cannot act as a 
resource for pol itical action . Gang organ ization , wh i le pursuing 
a col lective orientation and one of engagement, is located with­
in perceived deviant behavior and is thus not very useful as a 
resource for operation . Only community activism has the 
potential to be a consol idating resource for action but is l im ited 
in terms of numbers and l im ited over-arch ing pol itical vision 
wh ich engages both the local community and the broader pol it­
ical commun ity. During the 1 970s, the Ch icano Movement 
(such the Movim iento Estud ianti l Chicano de Aztlan and the 
Mexican American Pol itical Association) , as a broad nationally­
based civi l rights movement and ideology, lent encouragement 
and support to community organ izing (see Navarro's case 
study of the commun ity of Cristal in South Texas) . At present, 
local action in  Aurora is not l inked to any broader ideological or 
pol itical movement to help articu late commun ity issues and 
support organization . However, the articu lation of a pol itical 
ideology should be a major goal of commun ity leadersh ip .  
Ideology "del ineates the movement's d i rection , symbol ism , jus­
tification , and strategy" (Navarro 365) . The potential for mobi­
l ization is there ( in terms of issues to confront, population den­
sity, a l im ited but experienced leadersh ip ,  etc . ) ,  but accord ing 
to my informants there is no over-r iding issue around which 
community members can coalesce . 

Social sol idarity is a l l  the more important due to the struc­
tu ral changes in the U .S .  economy, the low retention rate of 
Latino high school youth , and the sharp cut-backs in social 
service programs to aid low income people. It is apparent that 
the resources to confront the issues of poverty and isolation 
must come from the community itself. But in the present era of 
economic structural change a major issue is employment. 
Based on his research in San Antonio,  Texas , Jorge Chapa 
agrees with this assessment. "Any useful pol icy discussion ,"  
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he writes, "must address the question of how low-wage, low­
ski l led workers can earn a decent l iving.  Today, many Latinos 
are poor because they work in low-wage jobs" (82) . It is safe 
to assume that the industrial employment structure that 
al lowed many groups to experience social mobi l ity is gone and 
wil l  not return .  The problem becomes one of outl in ing where 
the possible solutions l ie .  

S ince the labor market structu re works against the com­
mun ity as  a strategy for mobi l ity, other alternatives must be 
sought. I t  appears that greater educational attainment, job 
retain ing , and pol itical mobi l ization are the only viable solu­
t ions. Th is has two impl ications.  One, inf luence over city pol­
icy can redi rect greater educational resources toward retention 
and increase the chances of Latinos graduating to go on for 
fu rther education and train ing.  The second impl ication is at the 
ideolog ical level of representation . Community leadersh ip 
must l i kewise chal lenge traditional defin itions of Latinos. Marta 
Tienda writes that, "The sign ificance of ethn icity for the labor 
market stratification . . .  depends not only on local employment 
condit ions but also on how individual ethn ic traits c i rcumscribe 
choices, how eth ic traits are evaluated in the marketplace . . . .  " 
(262) . I n  other words prevai l ing stereotypes and explanations 
of Latinos must be confronted and chal lenged . The dominant 
ethn ic group must see Latinos as a resource rather than as a 
p roblem ; that is ,  the futu re of Aurora is intertwined with the 
futu re of Latinos. The challenge of Latino leadership is to 
develop an ideology around which effective organization can 
develop. Latinos offer more than just increasing numbers. 
They offer, Yzargu i rre concludes, "values related to fami ly, hard 
work, and patriotism , among others ,  [that] help un ify al l  com­
mun it ies" ( 1 84) . But these values must be  articulated and 
included in a greater, more inclusive pol itical ideology. 

The lesson from the Crista l ,  Texas , experience is that 
"even if an ethnic group constitutes a majority and ach ieves 
community control of a city counci l ,  school board , or county, 
mere e lection to office does not resolve the many problems 
they face" (Navarro 374) . The challenge of Latino leadership 
is to develop an iejeology around which effective organ ization 
can develop. However, the ideology must not only motivate the 
barrio to action but must l ikewise articulate to the broader 
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community the meaning and importance of such action . Even 
though the Latino popu lation is growing , as it is th roughout the 
U .S .  and I l l inois, the experience from Aurora suggests that 
population number or density is not enough for effective inclu­
sion in the pol itical process . As th is paper makes clear, edu­
cational attainment in terms of h igh school retention and ski l ls 
development that lead to post-secondary education is para­
mount. Education plays two key roles for an ethnic communi­
ty such as Aurora.  F i rst , it is a key factor in adapting to the 
changing needs of the labor market for income mobil ity, and 
second , for developing an understanding of the pol itical 
process and possible strategies of engagement. Additionally 
the abi l ity of an ethnic group to influence or to design and 
implement publ ic pol icy may be dependent upon developing 
al l iances with the broader, non-Latino commun ity, especial ly 
other minorities. These coal itions are necessary to overcome 
pol itical and social isolation that has been present in  the com­
munity since its founding . The futu re ,  then , is clear-sol idarity 
must be found from with in and al l iances and coalitions devel­
oped without. 
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