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Commentary: Intermediary in Mexico 
By Andrea Palley 

In the spring semester of 2007, I 
conducted a research project in a little 
village which I will call “Santa Maria”, 
located an hour’s bus ride outside 
Guanajuato, Mexico.  This project was the 
culmination of a study abroad semester in 
Guanajuato.  My initial goal was to learn 
about the social function of an elementary 
school in a small rural setting, and how it 
benefits the students and the community.  
Through interviewing a social worker, a 
teacher, parents and students, I was able 
to study the community from multiple 
perspectives.  Together, they articulated 
one common theme – the school system 
has become a focal point for community 
organizing.  Although as a study abroad 
student, my time was limited, my 
fieldwork in Santa Maria gave me 
personal insight into how anthropological 
research can be used to link distinct 
groups of people. 

Although my focus was the elementary 
school, I also learned about the middle 
school and the absence of a high school.  
Everyone I interviewed in Santa Maria 
told me of the community’s need for a 
high school.  The parents said that 
without a high school their children do 
not have opportunities for economic 
success.  After graduating middle school 
the girls help at home, while the boys help 
their fathers gather firewood: Santa 
Maria’s primary source of cash income.  
Economic success must be found in a 
larger city, yet without a high school 
diploma this is very difficult.  Thus, many 
leave to find jobs in the United States.  
Several students expressed their dreams 
of pursuing a university education – 
something unattainable without a high 
school degree.  I saw this desire for a high 

school and the resulting benefits for the 
youth as directly correlated to an overall 
push in recent years for educational 
changes in the community. 

The school itself represents a catalyst 
for socioeconomic change, while 
education has come to symbolize the 
hope for a more prosperous future.  The 
families of Santa Maria have already 
accomplished small-scale changes.  The 
women appear to be the most active 
agents of change.  For example, they 
commissioned the building of a short 
cobblestone road running by the main 
store and school, in an effort to bring the 
scattered hillside houses together into a 
more unified community.  “Comida 
Caliente” (hot food), another program the 
women began, gives free lunch to each 
elementary and middle school student 
daily.  The women are also the strongest 
advocates for a high school; however, this 
larger goal has hit roadblocks.  Some of 
the women have tried to speak with 
government officials about building a high 
school, but their lack of formal education 
and low social status have hampered such 
efforts.  They have found themselves in a 
trap: not having a high school education is 
preventing them from obtaining a high 
school for their children. 

It is in this type of negotiation that I 
see the anthropologist as a potential 
mediating force, where familiarity with 
the values and needs of the groups 
involved could be very useful in 
facilitating action.  I found that my 
resources and perceived social status as 
an outsider gave me the advantage of 
learning multiple perspectives on the 
situation and looking for alternative ways 
to articulate them together.  My 
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informants in Santa Maria expressed a 
feeling of being stonewalled and ignored 
by the bureaucracy that allocates the 
permission and resources to build a high 
school.  Once I realized this sentiment 
spread across various groups within 
Santa Maria, I chose to learn about the 
bureaucratic system in rural education.  I 
met with a government official in the 
municipal education sector who 
explained the stipulations for opening a 
high school based on the number of 
students and the distance of the next 
nearest high school.  I learned that the 
process was lengthy and complicated and 
would require speaking with the state 
education department in another city.  
Whereas in Santa Maria, I learned about 
the desires of the community, when 
speaking with the government official, I 
learned about the complex bureaucratic 
and political processes involved in 
accomplishing their goals.  I also 
discovered the importance of being a 
third party mediator, especially one with 
a perceived higher social status, since the 
official was eager to give me information, 
while he spoke poorly of the village 
women.  Being an outsider not only gave 
me this perceived higher social status by 
the bureaucrats, but also allowed me the 
necessary time and resources to travel to 
other cities to meet with them. 

Unfortunately my research and my 
personal position as an advocate for the 
construction of a high school in Santa 
Maria ended with the termination of my 
semester in Mexico.  In an effort to 
continue the momentum for change, I 
entrusted the data I had gathered 
pertaining to the process of building a 
high school to the director of my semester 
program in Guanajuato.  It was he who 
had first introduced me to Santa Maria 
and who inspired me to begin my 
research there.  While the bureaucratic 

process of creating a high school is far 
from complete, I hope that I have helped 
to further the goals of the community. 

Through my field study in Santa Maria, 
I learned how anthropological research 
can contribute to social change, and how I 
could become a link in that process of 
change.  However, I also learned that 
outside mediators have limits.  I did not 
have a long history with the community 
so their trust in me was limited and my 
understanding of their culture and needs 
was imperfect.  Because I was there only 
temporarily, I was unable to personally 
see my project through to completion.  
Although a new high school has not yet 
been built, the residents of Santa Maria 
have continued to organize themselves 
for change.  For example, they have 
started a women’s weaving cooperative 
with the hope of moving themselves 
towards economic self-sustainability and 
increasing their participation in statewide 
community development programs.  
Through my experience working on this 
project of using anthropological research 
as a tool for social change, I have 
determined that the focus of my future 
career will be to work in the field as an 
anthropologist to link the needs and 
wants of local populations with an 
international non-profit advocacy or 
development group. 
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