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On the cover: Anastasio Leon, an itinerant craftsman, finishes the edge on a frame
containing the holy image of San Xavier, a patron saint of the Arizona-Sonora borderlands
region. Don Anastasio learned this craft, which combines reverse-painting on glass with tin

Jrame-making, from his father. He usually sells his frames with a variety of holy images at the
Fiesta de San Xavier in Magdalena, Sonora. Photo by Doctor Felippe de Jesiis Valenzuela
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Reprinted from the program book for America’s Reunion on the Mall,
held for the Presidential Inaugural, January 17-18, 1993.

America’s Reunion
on the Mall

Bill & Hillary Clinton
Al & Tipper Gore

From Kamuela, Hawai‘i, and Ketchikan,
Alaska; from Ponce, Puerto Rico, and Rangeley,
Maine; from the rural heartland of Kansas, Mis-
souri, and Tennessee; from our major cities of
Los Angeles, New York, and Chicago, they have
come to our Nation’s capital. From the glam-
orous world of popular entertainment and from
the neighborhoods of local communities they
have come to the Nation’s front lawn. Craftspeo-
ple representing the long-lived arts of America’s
cultural past have come, along with new immi-
grants whose artistic and cultural traditions will
make their place in the history now being writ-
ten. Cooks and storytellers, musicians, dancers,
and artisans have come to this Festival on the
Mall to tell, to sing, and to weave the story of
America. Their artistry, skill, and talent, as
immense as it is, is but a sample of the cultural
diversity that exists throughout our land. That
this diversity can be united, together, in the sym-
bolic center of our nation, tells us much about
who we are and what we dream.

The enlightened founders of this country
conceived of a new nation in which the many
could be united. We have always thrived as a
nation of nations. This has not been easy to
achieve. We have overcome many travails to

forge ideals of tolerance, mutual respect, and
human dignity. We are still engaged in the pur-
suit of these ideals, yet, America stands as a bea-
con of hope. Here, cultural difference can be a
source of strength not weakness, hope not
despair, joy not sorrow.

A nation comprised of a diversity of people,
communities, and cultural groups is a flexible
and adaptable one. Ideas, inventions, songs, arts,
even foods developed by some can be enjoyed by
all. Never before in the history of humankind
have so many different people from so many dif-
ferent places joined together in one nation. And
never before has a nation accomplished so much
politically, economically, socially, and culturally
as ours. Our form of democracy, our freedom of
expression, our concern for human rights and
for the rights of the minority grow from our
recognition of a diversity of origins, perspectives,
and interests. The diversity of American lives has
enriched our souls, our minds, our institutions,
and even our senses.

We Americans are proud of who we are. We
take pride in our own regional, ethnic, religious,
and family identities, for these give us a sense of
self. But we are all Americans first. Being Ameri-
can means bridging differences, not stamping



them out. It means learning from each other. It
means including everyone as “us,” rather than
excluding some as “them.” It means we can sing
our own song, enjoy the singing of others, sing
together, and even make up new songs. Some of
the distinctly American forms of jazz, blues,
gospel, and rock-and-roll heard at the Festival
arose from just such a creative combination of
cultural styles. Just as our recognition of the
uniqueness of each and every individual does not
detract from our sense of a common humanity,
s0, too, the recognition of our diversity need not
stand in opposition to national unity and identi-
ty. Indeed, just as the creativity, genius, and gen-
erosity of individuals enlarge our sense of
humanity, so, too, can an appreciation of our
diversity increase our sense of national accom-
plishment.

It is fitting that we rededicate ourselves to
joining together at this time and in this place.
The Mall is the place where Americans talk to
each other. It is where we celebrate and enshrine
our national understandings. It is the place
where some 30 years ago the Reverend Martin
Luther King, Jr., informed the nation of his
dream — of a nation in which children of differ-
ent backgrounds, races, and creeds could walk
hand in hand. Where the differences that divide
could one day be used to unite. It is thus fitting
that in the same place on this Day, and on Mar-
tin Luther King Day, for the inaugural and for
the first public event celebrating a new adminis-
tration, the American people gather here, to
reunite with each other, to reunite with an
American ideal, and to reunite with a national
dream that all of us can help realize.



The 1993 Festival

Robert McC. Adams

Secretary, Smithsonian Institution

This is, in a sense, the second Festival on the
Mall this year, the first having taken place some
six months ago for the Presidential Inaugural.
The America’s Reunion on the Mall brought
together performing musicians, artists, craftspeo-
ple, and cooks from all across the country in a
celebration of our nation’s strength in diversity.
The inaugural festival was wonderfully successful.
We were happy to play a role in celebrating our
democracy, and all the more so because that
event reinforced what the Smithsonian’s Festival
has been doing and saying about American cul-
ture for the past 26 years.

Through the Festival of American Folklife
we have learned that to represent truly the cul-
ture of our nation, one must represent the diver-
sity of its people, its communities, its regions,
and its genres of cultural expression. We have
learned that such representations — whether in
the form of cultural performances, skill demon-
strations, expository talks, or museum exhibits —
must result from intimate collaboration with
those being represented; they too have roles to
play as researchers, curators, presenters, and
artists. We have also learned that cultural repre-
sentation is a vehicle for affirmation of self-
worth, especially when it is done in a highly visi-
ble, centrally symbolic place like the National
Mall. And we have learned that people — those
represented at the Festival as well as visitors to it
— can understand, appreciate, and learn from
each other when culture is presented in an open,

respectful setting. Indeed, the Festival has
proved to be a forum where the confluences and
divergences of culture can be engaged in a
peaceful and sometimes even enlightening way.
At the Festival, the interaction of visitors, partici-
pants, and Smithsonian staff has often resulted
in new cultural awareness and in syntheses of
new ideas and cultural forms.

This summer, the Festival includes programs
on U.S. - Mexico borderlands, American social
dance, music in the Washington Metropolitan
area, and urban children’s culture. All point to
how people creatively use the resources of com-
munity culture to shape life experiences in ways
that celebrate and affirm social values.

The Festival’s featured program, U.S. - Mexi-
co Borderlands, is the latest in a series developed
for the Columbus Quincentenary which has
sought to expand public knowledge about the
cultural history of our hemisphere and to fortify
the Smithsonian’s engagement of colleagues and
communities in Latin America and the
Caribbean. These programs, including Creoliza-
tion in the Caribbean, Land and Power in Native
American Cultures, New Mexico, Maroons in the
Americas, and American Indian Soundscapes,
have directly reached some 5 million Festival visi-
tors. Brought to fruition with the cooperation of
scores of academic, cultural, and educational
institutions in 18 nations, these programs have
engaged the efforts of some 250 different schol-
ars and over 1,000 exemplary culture bearers



from across the Americas. These Festival pro-
grams have generated rich documentary
archives, copies of which reside both at the
Smithsonian and at collaborating institutions.
Additionally, these programs have generated two
documentary films, several books, and even the
passage of cultural legislation.

Our consideration of cultural borderlands
comes at an important time, socially and intellec-
tually. The migrations and movements of people
challenge prior notions of bounded, localized
national cultures. Borderlands are generally
regarded as the edges of a nation, marginal and
peripheral to its cultural life. Yet what happens
when the border region of two nations achieves
its own sense of identity, its own idea of cultural
centrality? The borderlands are characterized by
cultural dynamism, liminality, and contention.
And the U.S.- Mexico cultural border is quite
permeable, with flows of people, goods, and
ideas that extend not only geographically deep
into each country, but also deep into their social
lives. No doubt, in a continent whose patterns of
exchange may be refashioned by the North
American Free Trade Agreement or like arrange-
ments, we will continue to witness the cultural
evolution of this important region. And so too
will our thinking about the relationship between
culture and nation deepen. The examination of
the borderlands makes it possible for us to see
culture not as a static accumulation of things,

but as flows of meanings, styles, and values con-
tinually reshaped and revalidated by use.

Finding such phenomena as cultural border-
lands represented at the Festival signals the fact
that over the past decade, museums and their
programs have increasingly become forums for
addressing the cultural realities of contemporary
life. These cultural realities are complex, and
often intimately tied to important social and
political issues. The involvement of the Smith-
sonian and other such institutions with issues of
contemporary cultural concern is part of our
public trust. We have the responsibility to con-
tribute our knowledge and perspective to public
dialogue and debate — understanding of course
that our voice is only one, and not necessarily
the definitive one, in that discussion.

The Festival has historically been a leader in
this area. This was especially true during the past
year as its staff engaged colleagues from Hebrew
and Bir Zeit Universities in researching the grass-
roots cultural traditions of Jerusalem. No place
on earth is perhaps as culturally rich, nor as con-
tentious, as Jerusalem. Yet working with local
researchers and scholars, community artists and
leaders, and members of Jerusalem’s diverse
communities, excellent work was accomplished.
We hope that this research, the understandings
and substantive practices that animate the cultur-
al life of that great city, will emerge as a Festival
program in the near future.



Cultural Conversation
on the Mall

Bruce Babbitt

Secretary, Department of the Interior

The National Mall is our country’s symbolic
center, where we celebrate our national civic
rites — the inauguration of a president, our
independence day, our bicentennial. The Mall is
our national showcase where we enshrine, in our
national museums, our understandings of histo-
ry, culture, science, and the arts. And it is our
national town square where generations of
Americans have gathered to speak to each other,
to represent themselves and their concerns to
their fellow citizens.

Since 1967, the Festival of American Folklife
has presented the grassroots culture of our
nation, bringing together musicians, craftspeo-
ple, cooks, storytellers, workers, and other cultur-
al exemplars from every region of our country.
People from various states, ethnic and Native
American groups, occupations, and cultures
have brought their wisdom, knowledge, art, and
skill to the Mall and have shared it with their fel-
low citizens.

For some 20 years, the Department of Interi-
or through the National Park Service and with
the cooperation of its other Bureaus, has been a
proud partner in the Festival. The Smithsonian
and the Park Service share a commitment to the
preservation of our national heritage — cultural
and natural. Over the years, the Festival’s work
has been guided by research done by folklorists,
anthropologists, and historians from both agen-
cies in communities across the country. The Fes-
tival has been a forum for discussions about cul-
ture conservation, environmental preservation,
and local economic development. The Festival
has provided a training ground for developing
skills and techniques for the presentation of
grassroots culture. Most of all, the Festival has
functioned as a combined outdoor museum and
interpretive park, where people from around the
country can speak directly to their fellow citizens
about their history, their culture, and their lives.

This type of cultural conversation, in which
cultural traditions can be respectfully presented,
discussed, and even exchanged, is vital to our
continued health as a whole nation. As President
Clinton has affirmed, our cultural diversity is a
source of national strength. Our educational
programs and public institutions need to encour-
age the study and broadest dissemination of
knowledge about our history, and about the
value and flow of ideas between people of varied
backgrounds. Sometimes our cultural conversa-
tions will be celebratory, and sometimes sober-
ing. But to appreciate their importance, one
need only look around the globe to places where
the cultural conversation has stopped, and where
difference has led to intolerance, to the abuse of
human rights, and even to endemic violence.

We continually engage the American public
in every state and territory in cultural conversa-
tions. The Yaqui, represented this year at the Fes-
tival, have regularly participated in the Fiesta at
Tumacacori National Monument in Arizona;
musicians, craftspeople, and working cowboys
like those here at the Festival from Texas have
displayed their culture at Chamizal National
Memorial Park in El Paso; and local Washington
area musicians like those at the Festival have reg-
ularly performed in National Park venues at
Glen Echo and Wolf Trap. The cultural dialogue
goes on at historical sites such as America’s
Industrial Heritage Park in Johnstown, Pennsyl-
vania, at interpretive exhibits in urban parks like
Lowell National Historical Park, at natural sites
like Hawaii’s Volcanoes National Park, at cultural
centers being developed in Maine and West Vir-
ginia, and in programs such as Keepers of the
Treasures. Our work, and our partnerships with
the Smithsonian and with many others at the
national, state, and local level, help Americans
understand their national heritage, and we fer-
vently hope, each other.



Culture on

the 1990s Agenda

Richard Kurin

Who would have thought that culture, as a
sign of group identity, would play a prominent
and sometimes deadly role in world politics?
Who would have thought that culture, as com-
modified knowledge, art, and image, would be
the world’s largest industry? In one form or
another, culture has become central to politics
and economics. Culture is on the agenda for the
1990s. What role is to be played by institutions
concerned with understanding culture and edu-
cating large and broad publics?

The Politics of Culture

Talk to a politician about cultural issues a
few years ago, and before the eyes glazed over,
you’d likely get a reaction that placed culture in
the realm of the frivolous, the romantic, or the
obvious. No more. From ethnic cleansing in
Yugoslavia, to family values in the United States,
and a distinct society vote in Canada, culture is
on the battlefield, in the news, and on the ballot.
Culture has come to be seen as values, world
views, and identities that may move world events,
shatter states and forge new ones. This is not the
“culture” of high society, the elite arts or com-
mercial media. It is rather the culture of ordi-
nary people as expressed in daily life, in the
streets, the workplace, and the school yard.

As a political issue culture has emerged in
public consciousness under the rubric of “multi-
culturalism,” a term which has been used to
describe 1) a demographic situation — a culturally
diverse population; 2) a policy — equity in
resource accessibility for different cultures and

Richard Kurin is Director of the Smithsonian Institution Cen-
ter for Folklife Programs & Cultural Studies and a Professor-
al Lecturer at The Johns Hopkins University Nitze School of
Advanced International Studies. He is a cultural anthropolo-
gist with a Ph.D. from the University of Chicago who has
done most of his research work in India and Pakistan. He
Jirst worked on the Festival of American Folklife in 1976.

their bearers; 3) an ethic— the comparable value
of every culture; and 4) a process— the ways in
which cultures interact within pluralistic societies
and complex individual lives.

Debates over multiculturalism in all of these
senses have defined a number of issues. The
political question of the decade will be whether a
multicultural state is possible, and if so, how? For
public institutions the question is how to make
multiculturalism part of institutional practice.
And for students of society and civilization, the
question is to what extent multiculturalism
encourages or precludes larger sociocultural syn-
theses and unities. Each of these sets of issues —
the political, the educational, and the evolution-
ary have their own history, and their own prob-
lems and tensions.

Culture and the Modern State. Modern Europe
articulated the idea of nation in the mid-19th
century by binding it to ideas of race, language,
and land. Definitions of singular national cultur-
al identities were attempted through scholarship
in folklore, physical and cultural anthropology,
philology, and other disciplines. Debates over
the characteristics of these unicultural or mono-
cultural national identities, from their costumes
to their customs to the question of who is to be
included in them, have never ceased.

Many Third World countries, emerging from
colonial rule after World War II, knew they had
to construct culturally diverse states — nations
with different languages, different religions, and
many ethnic and regional backgrounds. India,
Indonesia, Kenya, and others had to face the
issue of forging political unity from cultural
diversity. As we know, the maintenance of a cen-
tral government with a core civic culture has
been difficult in these societies. Ethnic, religious,
tribal, linguistic, and regional differences contin-
ue to challenge national civic cultures.

The industrialized nations, because of their
histories, traditions of governance, and levels of



literacy and education, were thought to be
immune to pressures arising from cultural differ-
ence. Their stability was thought to result from
their having made the transition from traditional
and culture-bound societies to modern ones.
Indeed, many political scientists have seen the
culture of the folk as a survival, a kind of primor-
dial identity subsumed by the modern state and
the rise of the individual. When cultural identity
figures in politics, it is often seen as an irrational,
unpredictable force.

Yet this idea of progress is challenged by the
fact that some of the societies most successful in
making this modernizing and industrializing
transition have experienced a strong surge of
political conflicts apparently based upon reli-
gious, ethnic, and regional cultural identity. A
recent study sponsored by the American Acade-
my of Sciences (Fundamentalisms and Society:
Reclaiming the Sciences, the Family and Education)
found that religious fundamentalism has tended,
worldwide, to emerge as a cultural reaction to
modernism, not as a survival of long held and
cherished folkways. But even the most modern of
nations have not been spared from such conflict.
Movements of immigrant and colonized popula-
tions, the resistance of previously subjugated
peoples, and persistence of internal cultural and
regional differences have challenged received
ideas of nationhood. Efforts to redefine the state
as multicultural have in some cases resulted in
dissension, conflict, bigotry, and violence. Many
nations seem to be under a cultural siege, threat-
ened by the unreconstructed cultural diversity of
their people. And thus, more and more the ques-
tion is being asked — is a multicultural state pos-
sible?

According to the former ministers of culture
of the republics in the former Soviet Union, the
answer is no. On the eve of the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, those ministers warned about the
pitfalls of cultural diversity lest it weaken the U.S.
in the same way it had undermined the Soviet
state.

It was at about the same time that debate on
multiculturalism heated up in American public
life. The so-called “culture wars” erupted in the
media, in national institutions, and eventually in
presidential politics. To conservative detractors,
multiculturalism is a highly problematic ideolo-
gy, ethically relativistic and ahistorical. In this
critical view, Western, European, and Judeo-
Christian culture have crystallized in the Ameri-
can historical experience to form a national cul-
ture characterized by civic pride, political stabili-
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ty, economic success, and high moral ideals.
They argue that “politically correct” history,
bilingualism, ethnic particularism, funding of
the national arts endowment, Hollywood portray-
als of the family, and other activities were under-
mining the cultural unity and foundations of the
nation. Some suggested that the way to deal with
American cultural diversity would be to elimi-
nate it, generally through the type of cultural
assimilation associated with mainstream econom-
ic success. Others suggested that elimination of
cultural diversity would involve a more coercive
strategy of excluding people and ideas.

Cultural wars became an election issue. On
the eve of the presidential election the celebrat-
ing crowd in Washington was told, “no more cul-
tural wars. No more religious wars. No more cul-
tural cleansing.” And in accepting the results,
Bill Clinton interpreted his victory as among
other things, a call “to bring our people together
as never before so that our diversity can be a
source of strength.” The Presidential Inaugural
was termed “America’s Reunion” to explicitly cel-
ebrate the relationship between unity and diver-
sity. And so the question, at least in the United
States, would appear to turn away from whether
or not the multicultural state is possible to the
question of how to make it so.

Cultural Representation. Debates over multi-
culturalism often grow quickly around the public
events and institutions through which a society’s
culture is represented. Contending interpreta-
tions of history, understandings of the present,
and visions of the future have been subjects for
debate in these arenas. The bicentennial of Aus-
tralian settlement in 1988 was a harbinger of the
1992 American (and Iberian) Columbus Quin-
centenary, as issues of the “discoverers” and “the
discovered,” the glory and the gore, the celebra-
tion and the commemoration emerged in
exhibits, programs, speeches, television pro-
grams, demonstrations, and counter-demonstra-
tions. Japan’s ceremonials surrounding the
installation of the Emperor and the commemo-
ration of Pearl Harbor are also recent contexts
for studying what Geoff White calls “the politics
of remembering.”

The ways in which different cultural groups
are remembered and presented is also being
fought out in museum exhibits, textbooks, televi-
sion programs, and magazine advertisements.
Simply put, many cultural groups are upset with
their lack of representation, or the skewed or
prejudicial way in which they are represented,
and they are using techniques of political persua-



sion to do something about it. Public institutions
are under increased scrutiny to be inclusive and
positively value cultural diversity in hiring, pro-
gramming, and audience outreach.

While generally accepting the ethic of multi-
culturalism many scholars in cultural studies
have criticized the way its arguments are framed.
According to some critics, proponents of multi-
culturalism endorse simplistic and essentialistic
notions of cultural groups. Too often, advocates
of culturally articulated groups argue as though
they believe themselves to be naturally constitut-
ed — as discrete, unchanging species. Hence,
they unwittingly accept and replicate scientifical-
ly unsupportable ideas of race and racial classifi-
cation. As a social consciousness, this atomistic
sort of multiculturalism avoids attention to social
systems (such as capitalism and colonialism) and
social identities (such as those based upon class,
gender, region, occupation, and religion) which
crosscut ethnic groups. It also ignores how indi-
viduals and communities have juggled, juxta-
posed, synthesized, and compartmentalized vari-
ous identities in daily contexts and over the
course of history.

New Syntheses and Alternatives. In spite of
internal difficulties, divisions, and debates, glob-
al institutions like the U.N. have moved in an
unprecedented way to define new global consen-
sus on standards for ethical conduct, human
rights, and environmental policy. These are not
merely agreements among nation-states, but to

Forums for multicultural
encounters will continue
to be invented as a way
of grappling with social
realities. Here at the 1992
Festival of American Folk-
life, New Mexican partici-
pants from various
Pueblo and Plains Indian,
Hispanic, Anglo, African
American, and other
backgrounds develop a
multicultural way of
expressing a new-found
community spirit.

Photo by Jeff Tinsley,
Smithsonian Institution

an unprecedented degree seem to represent the
opinion of people across the planet. A more
united Europe, whatever the fate of the Maas-
tricht Treaty, has emerged, and has subsumed
aspects of sovereignty and national identity in
favor of shared economic interest. New free
trade zones proposed in North America and in
other parts of the world are based not on similar-
ities in cultural identities, but on participation in
regional and global markets. Indeed, there is, as
Emile Durkheim predicted almost a century ago,
the emergence of a global culture tied to the
industrial and post-industrial world. Made possi-
ble by telecommunication technologies, this new
culture defines distinct codes, networks, and
communities of individuals and institutions,
many, as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has
argued, with a shared folklore.

But these new, emergent forms of global
political and economic culture are not so univer-
sal or so entrenched as to preclude opposition.
Often characterized as nativistic though not nec-
essarily home grown, some of multiculturalism’s
opponents proclaim their own form of universal-
ism. In the United States and in parts of Europe
some analysts see new forms of Islamic transna-
tionalism as alternative global visions and a
threat to the new world order. Domestically,
some Christian fundamentalist groups are seen
in the same way, and indeed, they explicitly chal-
lenge the very notion of a new world order based
upon secular economics. How much multicultur-
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alism can the new global framework stand when
faced with alternative, inimical systems? Does the
acceptance of a multiculturalist ethic mean
bringing systems opposed to its ideology into the
tent?

The Economics of Culture

As culture has become a political problem, it
has also been turned into an economic treasure.
Cultural knowledge, artifacts, songs, stories,
images, and representations are rapidly and
increasingly being transformed into commodi-
ties. Culture, as such, is at the forefront of the
global economy. Who is consuming whose cul-
ture for whose economic benefit and at what
cost?

Culture as Tourist Industry. Counting tourism,
or at least a good part of it, together with the arts
and entertainment, culture is the largest industry
in the world. Trillions of dollars a year are spent
representing and selling culture.

Perhaps the largest cultural enterprise in the
United States is the Disney Corporation. Millions
of Americans learn about world cultures at Dis-
neyland and Disneyworld where they see the
pirate-like people of the Caribbean drinking,
and pygmies of Africa rising out of a river to aim
their spears at your body — with knives and forks
presumably to follow. Only slightly less dismay-
ing is Disney’s “Its a Small World After All,” a
tableaux of cute, little, formulaically but differen-
tially costumed doll-figures meant to represent
all the world’s people singing the same song —
each in its own language. Ersatz and fakelore
abound. One French intellectual, interviewed
about Euro-Disney, aptly summarized, “they
claim to present our folklore and culture, but
they have taken it and returned it to us in an
unrecognizable form.” Similarly, cultural theme
parks, costing millions of dollars, are proliferat-
ing — in Japan, Indonesia, China, Western
Africa, the Caribbean, the U.S., and Europe.

Can touristic cultural theme parks be orga-
nized so that their representations do justice to
those represented; so that the material benefits
of tourism are not just exported or used to build
more luxury high rise hotels but actually reach
the people represented; so that such activities do
not destroy local environments and community
culture? Strategies to meet these goals have been
developing under the rubrics of eco-tourism and
cultural tourism. Increased efforts to achieve and
balance three broadly desirable goals — cultural
conservation, economic development, and envi-
ronmental preservation — will define key cultur-
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al policy concerns around the world over the
next decade.

Indigenous Creations. Another aspect of the
cultural economy is the international trade in
the creations of folk and traditional communities
the world over. Popular musicians make millions
of dollars mining the music of South Africans,
Cajuns, Latin Americans, and others. A contem-
porary cosmetic company bases its multi-million
dollar business on folk potions and ethnoaesthet-
ics. Pharmaceutical companies work with
shamans and healers to develop new drugs and
treatments. Scholars, writers, and artists make a
healthy living by writing about or appropriating
the wisdom and knowledge of “their” people.
Increasingly, folk cultural knowledge, wisdom,
and art are going to be repackaged, made and
marketed for profit, and distributed far beyond
their traditional audiences. The issues involving
the kinds and uses of property — intangible and
tangible, individual and community, ownership
and usufruct — continue to emerge as the indus-
trial and post-industrial economy appropriates
the creativity of traditional cultures. If the tech-
nology, knowledge, and networks are made avail-
able, some of this may occur under the control
of the communities that produce this culture.

Cultural Markets. Mass production and mass
marketing are designed for products that are the
same for all consumers. Making everyone mod-
ern through advertising, propaganda, and other
discursive forms has been a long term goal of
industrial economics — whether capitalist or
socialist. But mass producers are increasingly
aware of cultural diversity in the marketplace.
More salsa than ketchup is now eaten in U.S.
households; Hindi film rentals in New York are a
big business; a halal grocery and butchery are
necessary institutions in several Detroit-area com-
munities. In their search for new markets, pro-
ducers have realized they have to be responsive
to local needs. And they may have to compete
with local producers whose niche in the local
market is carved out by attention to cultural
needs and aesthetics. The market has at once
become more homogeneous — penetrated by
internationally produced goods available every-
where, and at the same time increasingly cus-
tomized for local consumption. Apple and IBM
can sell their computers everywhere, but need a
variety of script and language packages. Market-
ing research, needs assessment, and ethnograph-
ic fieldwork are likely to become increasingly
entwined, as the interpenetration of local and
global goods brings culturally diverse popula-



tions together in complex patterns of cultural-
economic exchange. Global businesses will have
to become more aware of the culture of their
products, their markets, and their audiences;
local producers will become increasingly sophis-
ticated about creating new products and pene-
trating new markets.

The Challenge for Cultural Institutions

~ Whatrole can public cultural institutions
concerned with the study, documentation, and
conservation of culture play in this political and
economic context?

We face several problems. One concerns our
own standing and expertise as professionals.
Everyone knows something about culture, espe-
cially one’s own. This makes public understand-
ing of cultural expertise problematic. In Ameri-
can public discourse it is difficult to separate out
folk sociology, folk folklore, and folk anthropolo-
gy from their disciplinary varieties. Key terms —
such as “society,” culture,” “tradition,” and “com-
munity” — are used by much of the population,
journalists, politicians, and experts with consid-
erable slippage of meaning.

While scholarly and scientific studies have
much to contribute, they have generally failed to
penetrate public understandings. Popularly, soci-
ology is often reduced to psychology, history to
biography, culture to human nature. The social
sciences, the humanities, and the arts are largely
marginalized and trivialized in our educational
systems, which continue to be informed by a
resilient anti-intellectualism. Disciplinary under-
standings, which once held hope of escaping eth-
nocentrism, have been shown to be heavily influ-
enced by it. The idea of race in the United
States, for example, which should have been
drastically reformulated in light of social and
natural science findings, nonetheless persists
among the public and its leaders in its 19th cen-
tury form.

This is not just a communication problem.
The human studies disciplines have in a reflexive
moment undercut some of their own legitimacy.
They have generally remained aloof from nation-
al and international debates on fundamental cul-
tural issues. They have failed to work closely with
the communities they study on matters of press-
ing political and economic concern.

Scholars and museum curators face a funda-
mental challenge. We claim a special empathy
for, understanding of, and ethical relationship
with the people we study and represent. But if we
are so intimately and meaningfully involved,

those people should be flocking to us for knowl-
edge and insight. They, the studied and repre-
sented, should be coming to our museums,
attending our professional meetings, enrolling
their children in our courses, reading our books,
and becoming professionals in our fields. In the
U.S. this is not happening. The participation of
African Americans, American Indians, Hispanics,
and Asian Americans in the cultural studies and
museum fields is stunningly low.

Emerging Cultural Policy Needs

What are we going to need for a world in
which increasing weight is put on culture?

I think the future of the cultural field is to
be found in a clearer focus on situated scholar-
ship. Research and analysis need to be situated
in contexts — historical and contemporary, local
and global — and presented to affected polities
and institutions. We need research work on
issues that crosscut disciplines, populations, and
genres as we have traditionally defined them.
And we need the active involvement and engage-
ment of community and lay scholars in this effort
— people who can bring to the field new under-
standings, assumptions, approaches, and associa-
tions.

We need research on the multicultural state,
on comparative cultural politics, on cultural eco-
nomics, on multicultural lives, on transnational
cultural flows, on cultural processes associated
with immigration, acculturation, urbanization,
and the relationship between culture, environ-
mental preservation, and development. We need
stronger scholarship if it is to stand the scrutiny
of the audiences who can actually think about
and use our work. This means students and pro-
fessionals trained in several fields and method-
ologies. And it also means the penetration of cul-
tural work into other disciplines — lawyers who
work on intellectual and cultural property rights
issues need ethnomusicological research to
understand the creation and ownership of songs;
pharmacologists who will work with rainforest
healers and shamans need folklore research to
understand ethnobotanical knowledge, and so
on.

We have to combine research more closely
with education and public service. We have
major work to do in developing teaching materi-
als and upgrading teacher training to reflect the
complexity of cultural issues students will face.
We have to use the full range of new media and
communicative forms to transmit our ideas so
that younger and broader publics can entertain
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Maroon leaders from Jamaica, Suriname, French Guiana, Colombia, and Texas met each other for the first time at the 1992
Festival. Joined here by Rev. Jesse Jackson, the opportunity provided an occasion to discuss the cultural history and conti-
nuity of these communities, and their common concerns. Photo by Jeff Tinsley, Smithsonian Institution

them. If kids can sit for hours in front of a video
game trying to get Mario to save the princess
from the dragon, we have to figure out ways to
engage them with the same intensity in quests
for cultural knowledge, understanding, and
appreciation.

We need to be more creative about how a
diversity of understandings are shared, discussed,
and debated. Grassroots communities through-
out the world cannot afford to communicate
through Ph.D. dissertations, the meetings of pro-
fessional organizations, or documentary films —
the time lag is too long and the audiences too
small and insignificant. Increasingly public cul-
tural institutions themselves will have to become
forums for cultural conversations. Museums,
libraries, and universities — in their current
form, as well as in electronically networked, “vir-
tual” forms — will have to serve town, national,
and global conversations, if they are to continue
to merit public support. The conversations them-
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selves will need to become less of an authorita-
tive monologue, as central institutions enable
dialogue and the increase of knowledge by those
formerly seen as peripheral.

The federal investment in this process has
not been made. The resources put toward multi-
culturalism are minute. Public institutions have
failed to connect enshrined ideas of culture —
what it is and whose it is — to an increasingly
multicultural America. Funds and commitments
for training people and supporting professionals
in the cultural studies areas are lacking. And yet,
in a changing world, where culture looms larger
and larger in political and economic life, the
need for this investment is greater. Developing
America’s cultural economy in a just way and
developing public understanding of the nation’s
cultural life seem not only worthwhile goals, but
urgent ones that require swift and decisive
action.



The Festival of

American Folklife:
Doing More with Less

Diana Parker

This year’s Festival of American Folklife is
the 27th since the Smithsonian’s annual living
cultural exhibition began in 1967. We have
learned much in these years about how to pre-
sent traditional cultures respectfully and under-
standably to a broad audience. We have learned
about the products besides the Festival that can
come from the research done to produce the
event. And we have learned about the ways the
labor and the money the event requires can be
used to maximum effect.

Walking through the Festival, you see the
culmination of more than a year of hard work.
Before a Festival can happen, themes and cura-
tors must be selected, research plans formulated
and researchers identified, funds raised, field
research documentation reviewed, participants
selected and invited, visas, transportation, hous-
ing, and meals procured, sites and programs
designed and produced, signs and program

book articles written, supplies located, and more.

Upwards of 100 people have worked closely
together to create the program on the Mall, and
over 100 volunteers a day will add their labor
during the Festival’s span.

The annual Festival requires a tremendous
concentration and commitment of intellectual,
emotional, spiritual, and physical energy. It also
takes a lot of money. Considering salaries, fees,
transportation, and everything it takes to pro-
duce the event, Festivals typically cost between
one and two million dollars, depending on the
size, length, and complexity of the program.

In the recent past, the Festival, like the rest
of the Smithsonian, has had to learn to make do
with less. Traditionally, about 25% of the cost of
the Festival has come from Federal funds, 256%

Diana Parker is the Director of the Festival of American Folk-
life. She has worked on the Festival in a variety of capacities
since 1975.

from Smithsonian trust funds, 20% from corpo-
rate and foundation sources, and 30% from
other governments. The sale of traditional crafts,
foods, publications, and beverages at the Festival,
which do much to bring the intimate aesthetics
and taste of folk culture to a broad audience,
also help in a limited way to offset the cost of
production. But the current economic climate
has limited the availability of Federal and Smith-
sonian funds, and also made it more difficult to
raise funds from the outside.

More than 1.2 million people visited the
1992 Festival. That makes the cost of the Festival
about $1.50 per visitor — less than the cost of a
concert or a movie ticket and much less than the
cost of maintaining an artifact-based museum.
But the economy of the Festival is even greater
when you consider the ways it reaches beyond
the Mall.

Perhaps the most direct way that the Festival
stretches beyond its temporal and physical
boundaries is through the media. It is estimated
that some 40 million people learn about the
event and the people and themes it presents
from sources as varied as “The Today Show,” fea-
ture stories in national and local newspapers,
and “National Public Radio” interviews with Fes-
tival participants. Public television has produced
several documentaries about our programs and
Festival participants, and aired others made by
independent producers. Perhaps the best known
is The Stone Carvers, produced by Marjorie Hunt
and Paul Wagner which won the 1985 Academy
Award for best documentary.

Remounting sections of the Festival of Amer-
ican Folklife “back home” has proved an effec-
tive way of multiplying the value of the money
spent for research and planning by sharing the
resources of the Smithsonian with non-Washing-
ton audiences. The Festival’s second life reuses
its research, design, and its museum-quality
signs, banners, and publications; it trains people
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in various parts of the country in the art of pre-
senting traditional culture to a broad public
audience; and it increases the much deserved
honor tradition bearers receive in their own
home regions.

Recent Festival of American Folklife pro-
grams remounted back home include Michigan
(1987), Massachusetts (1988), Hawai‘i (1989),
and the U.S. Virgin Islands (1990). Although
there was no state or territory program at the
1991 Festival, a portion of the Family Farm pro-
gram of that year was remounted in the Festival
of Michigan Folklife in the fall of 1991. The leg-
islature of the state of New Mexico has recently
appropriated funds to remount the successful
1992 program back home in Las Cruces. Some of
these Festival restagings, as in Michigan, have
provided the impetus for year-round cultural
research, educational, and public programs.
Other restagings, like the one in the U.S. Virgin
Islands, have led to legislation and the establish-
ment of local cultural institutions. Generally, the
Smithsonian provides in-kind staff support to
these efforts, which are funded largely by states
and private sources.

States and territories participating in the Fes-
tival receive complete archival copies of the
research done in preparation for the Festival.
The Festival has generated significant documen-
tary collections, which are now housed in many
state archives and universities. This cultural
information provides material for books, policy
studies, and public programs.

Festival research materials have also been
used to prepare educational packets for use in
public schools. Smithsonian and U.S. Virgin
Islands scholars compiled audio, video, and writ-
ten materials from the 1990 Festival to create
teachers’ kits. The kits were used to teach tradi-
tional culture in Senegal and the U.S. Virgin
Islands — comparing and contrasting story-
telling, foodways, music, and other expressive
forms, and introducing students to the skills
required to research folk culture in their own
families and communities.

Other ways have been found to share the
research done for the Festival with people out-
side the Washington area. Numerous Smithson-
ian/Folkways recordings accompanied by exten-
sive documentary notes have been produced
from every Festival since 1988, beginning with
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the critically acclaimed Musics of the Soviet Union.
These recordings have proved valuable tools in
the classroom for teaching about traditional cul-
ture. Their quality is reflected in a Grammy
Award and several nominations. The most recent
Festival recording, Roots of Rhythm and Blues: A
Tribute to the Robert Johnson Era, was nominated
for a Grammy in the category of best traditional
blues.

Every year the Festival generates ancillary
projects that capitalize on the energy and funds
putinto it. For instance, the 1984 Black Urban
Expressive Culture from Philadelphia program
led to a traveling exhibit, an exhibit catalog, a
National Geographic article, and a training pro-
gram for young African American documentary
photographers. A 1992 program on White House
Workers is being developed into a film and a
traveling exhibit for the presidential libraries;
another 1992 program on Native American
music is being transformed into an exhibit for
the National Museum of the American Indian;
and yet another, on Maroon cultural history, will
tour the nation as a future exhibit in the Smith-
sonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service.

Numerous interns, undergraduate, and post-
doctoral fellows have used the Festival and its
archives for research and publication. Addition-
ally, the Center originated a Folklore Summer
Institute which brings together selected lay schol-
ars from communities around the country for
training in research, documentation, and pre-
sentation of traditional culture, as well as propos-
al and grant writing. Coinciding with the Festival,
the Institute allows students to use the event as a
laboratory and an opportunity to meet other tra-
dition bearers and professionals in the field of
traditional culture. The National Park Service
has held its training program for Native Ameri-
cans, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians in
Washington during the Festival for the last two
years for the same reason.

Proud as we are of the Festival on the Mall
created by the tradition bearers it honors, we
think of the event as just the tip of an iceberg.
The effect of the Federal funds expended on it is
amplified many times over by private, state, and
income-generated funds that support Festival-
inspired cultural education projects around the
country and even around the world.



U.S.-MEXICO BORDERLANDS

United States—Mexico
Borderlands/L.a Frontera

Olivia Cadaval

Dedication
We dedicate the Borderlands program to Don Américo Paredes whose

lifelong intellectual, artistic, and social engagement with the border has led

the way in understanding borders as distinctive cultural regions. Borders,

and in particular the area he has called the Lower Rio Grande Border and

from which he came, create complex and turbulent environments. These

generate what Don Américo has rightly understood as a culture of conflict,

struggle, and resistance. For Don Américo, it is precisely the generative

power of the struggle that makes border folklore distinctive.

La frontera marca el sitio donde dos paises sobera-
nos colindan, creando un dmbito de acercamiento pero
también de separacion entre culturas y jurisdicciones
nacionales. La frontera trazada de acuerdo al tratado
de Guadalupe Hidalgo de 1848 entre México y los
Estados Unidos invadio tierras indigenas, dividio
comunidades mexicanas, y creo una dindamica de opo-
rtunidad, explotacion, y conflicto que ha engendrado
una cultura propia fronteriza.

Basado en la investigacion, este programa nos
ofrece una muestra de esta cultura fronteriza — sus
historias, sus diversas comunidades, identidades
locales y regionales, y de su miisica, su arte, su arte-
sania, sus costumbres, su comida y su narrativa. El
programa se ha realizado gracias a la colaboracion de
El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, Texas Folklife
Resources, Western Folklife Center de la Biblioteca de la
Universidad de Arizona, el Centro de Estudios
Regionales de la Universidad Autonoma de Nuevo
Leon, la Universidad Autonoma de Baja California y
de investigadores individuales y miembros de varias
comunidades de ambos lados. Este articulo es una
introduccion a los ensayos de investigadores partici-

pantes que aportan diferentes perspectivas y tocan
diversos temas.

Finalmente este articulo es una introduccion a los
participantes del programa en el festival, a esas voces
individuales que viven y crean la cultura de la fron-
lera. A través de sus historias y la presentacion de sus
habilidades artisticas y creadoras, esperamos apreciar
la vitalidad y riqueza propia de la cultura fronteriza, y
entrar en un dialogo con los fronterizos mismos para
mejor entender los problemas y los procesos culturales y
sociales que se dan en este ambito transnacional.

Introduction

Borderlands have often been the locale of
major folk cultural achievements, from the out-
law ballads of the Scots-English border to the
heroic corridos of south Texas. Energized by the
lives of heroes and others, borderlands continue
to spark themes of frontier lawlessness, national
pride, rebellion against injustice, and a commu-
nity hero’s stand against all odds. What is it
about a border that triggers these cultural forms
and others, such as souvenirs, duty-free liquors,

“United States-Mexico Borderlands” has been made possible with the support and collaboration of the Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes -
EL Programa Cultural de las Fronteras, El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, Texas Commission on the Arts, Cerveza Tecate - Imported Beer, Texas Folk-
life Resources, University of Arizona Library’s Western Folklore Center, Universidad Autonoma de Nuevo Leon - Centro de Informacion de Historia
Regional, Universidad Autonoma de Baja California, Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo Leon, Mexican Cultural Institute, and the recording industries

Mousic Performance Trust Funds.
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retaining walls made of automobile tires, and
maquiladora assembly plants? Is the border a par-
ticular kind of region or social environment? If
so, does the border tend to produce a particular
kind of culture? And what is the relationship
between this environment and its culture? In this
essay and in this Festival program we explore
answers to these questions.

A line drawn in various ways, a border marks
the place where adjacent jurisdictions meet. This
combined conjunction-and-separation of national
laws and customs creates a zone in which move-
ments of people and goods are greatly regulated,
examined, discussed, and hidden. Commerce
attains a higher importance in border society as
does dialogue about the identities of its peoples.
Smuggling, the myriad signs in border towns,
legal and illegal immigration, and the use of
unneighborly names between neighbors are parts
of this picture of accentuated concern with the
trade in goods and the flow of people.

The border is an environment of opportuni-
ty. Individuals find work enforcing or avoiding
the laws that regulate movement. Companies use
national differences in labor and environmental
regulations to pursue their advantage. Border
society thrives on difference, and people and
institutions come there to exploit niches in its
environment.

Borders are artifacts of history and are subject
to change over time. When borders shift, lands
and peoples are subjected to different sets of
rules; this creates opportunities for exploitation,
conditions of hardship, and motivations for revolt.
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An approach to describing a society con-
structed by difference is necessarily many voiced.
Rather than a central, authoritative perspective,
we strive for a de-centered point of view, one
with many authoritative speakers. Of course, this
is more easily achieved in the Festival, where citi-
zens of the border region speak and perform for
themselves and their communities. But even in
this printed medium, through translation and
transcription, a variety of authorities are repre-
sented.

Border society is an abstract concept com-
pounded of ideas about the sovereignty of
nation-states, the intensification of commerce
and social discourse, and strategies of cultural
representation. The U.S.-Mexico border can be
understood in these terms; and in this it is simi-
lar to borders like those between the U.S. and
Canada, East and West Germany, or Kenya and
Tanzania. But a particular history of the U.S.-
Mexico border is expressed in the images,
sounds, discourse genres, and social formations
discussed below. This particular historical devel-
opment has made the border the planet’s longest
between a country characterized by economic
practices and achievements sometimes known as
‘first world’ and a country whose economy is

Olivia Cadaval is curator of the Festival’s United States-
Mexico Borderlands program. She has conducted research
and collaborated in public programming with the Washing-
ton, D.C. Latino, Latin American, and Caribbean commu-
nities for over a decade. She received her Ph.D. from George
Washington University.



sometimes characterized as ‘third world’. The
growth of a capitalist world economy provided
the context for the development not only of
U.S.-Mexico border culture, but also of other
types of cultural processes that incorporate dif-
ference — acculturation, creolization, and the
growth of various cultural diasporas.

Cultural processes which may be opaque and
elusive elsewhere become clear at the border.
This is the case, as Dr. Valenzuela points out, in
the formation of cultural identity. The border
offers a stark context of cultural difference,
social inequality, and ever present reminders of
governmental power to limit individual opportu-
nity by ascribing national identity. The dominant
discourse that assigns low social value to particu-
lar sectors of the population is answered by a cre-
ative flood of expressions of identity in music,
graphic arts, poetry, and styles of clothing and
self presentation.

People speak passionately and often artisti-
cally about themselves and others; they regulate
exchange and avoid regulation; they struggle to
survive in an environment often shaped by the
practices of nation-states and a global economy.
These human acts are not unique to borders, but
they occur there with a clarity and an urgency
that commands our concern.

People at the Border

The region between the Gulf of Mexico and
Baja California has been inhabited by many
Native American societies, which first settled and
used the land. Spaniards took ownership of these
lands in grants made by the Spanish crown
according to a perceived divine right. Mestizos,
whose practices, like their ancestry, combined
Indian and Hispanic heritage, inhabited the
region. And English-speaking citizens of the
U.S., whose land acquiring and owning practices
were informed by principles of commercial capi-
tal and manifest destiny also settled here. The
border region is usually thought of as composed
of these principal groups of landowners, former
landowners, and workers, but its environment of
opportunity has attracted many others, whose
successive arrivals continue to transform the
sociocultural life of the region.

On the Gulf coast, Jewish families from cen-
tral Mexico sought refuge from religious perse-
cution in the 18th century and established busi-
nesses in Matamoros and along the valley. In the
latter part of the 19th century, a Mexican govern-
ment concerned by U.S. expansionism encour-
aged settlement and in some cases granted land

When her paralysis was cured, Josefina Ollervidez built
a shrine in her yard in San Antonio, Texas, to Nuestra
Senora de los Lagos, a patron saint she brought with her
from Jalisco in central Mexico. Photo by Kathy Vargas

in the western region of the border to groups as
diverse as Chinese, Mennonites, Molokan Rus-
sians, Black Seminoles, and Kickapoo Indians.
Black Seminoles and Kickapoo were welcomed
with the stipulation that they defend the territory
against the Apache and Comanche raids.

As Maricela Gonzalez describes in her arti-
cle, Chinese managers and laborers established
residence in the towns of Mexicali and Calexico
at the beginning of the 20th century. The
damming of the Colorado River converted this
area in the Imperial Valley along the Colorado
River into fertile agricultural land. Anglo
landowners leased this land to Chinese entrepre-
neurs from California, who smuggled agricultur-
al laborers into Mexico from China.

The Bracero Program of 1942-1964, first
negotiated by the U.S. and Mexico as an emer-
gency measure during World War II, encouraged
large migrations of Mexican workers to the U.S.
Under its terms, American agricultural enterpris-
es could legally bring Mexican contract laborers
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for seasonal work. In the off-season many did not
return home but settled on the border, often
selecting a place where people from their home
state were already established.

The Mixtecos are one of 16 indigenous
groups from Oaxaca who, for at least 30 years,
have been migrating to urban and agricultural
areas in Mexico and in the U.S. As Francisco
Moreno’s article points out, they are not a mono-
lithic group but have regional linguistic and cul-
tural differences. For them, as for other indige-
nous migrants in Mexico, the sale of traditional
and tourist crafts has been an economic main-
stay. Today, some of the most popular tourist
items sold throughout Mexico are the rag dolls
dressed in archetypal peasant garb with no
strong regional identity. Mixteco women vendors
sell them in Tijuana. They formerly made the
dolls but now buy them, along with other tradi-
tional crafts, from other migrants in Tijuana,
who come from the western Mexican states of
Jalisco and Guanajuato, and from Guatemala.
The traditional and tourist crafts displayed on a
Mixteco vendor’s cart represent the labor of
many cultural groups on the border and the
entrepreneurial skill of Mixtecos who make a liv-
ing in this market created by short-distance
tourism.

Mexican immigrants continue to seek eco-
nomic opportunities. Workers have been attract-
ed to the border area by the 1961-1965 Mexican
National Border Economic Development Pro-
gram followed in 1965 by the Industrialization
Program of the Border, which introduced the
maquiladora assembly plants to the region. In
her article, Maria Eugenia de la O records testi-
monies of several maquila workers in Ciudad
Juarez.

From the 1980s onward, economic and polit-
ical refugees from Central America have swelled
populations at the border and migrations across
it. Individuals, groups, and corporate bodies con-
tinue to be attracted to the border to exploit
niches in an environment created by difference
and marginality. What they have constructed,
appropriated, abandoned, and re-constructed fill
the social landscape of the border region.

Regions of the Border

While border cultures share an environment
created by adjacent jurisdictions and socioeco-
nomic marginality and difference, cultural
expressions do vary from one border town or
region to another. Older, established communi-
ties populate the string of small towns on both
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sides of the river along the Rio Grande/Rio
Bravo valley to Laredo/Nuevo Laredo. Eagle
Pass/Piedras Negras and Del Rio/Ciudad Acuna
began as coalmining towns in the 1800s. In Del
Rio, the San Felipe spring feeds a network of
canals, creating a lushness not otherwise seen in
south Texas and inviting the establishment of
Italian vineyards. Here regional cultural tradi-
tions are shaped by agriculture, cattle ranching,
and mining as much as by the early conflicts
between the Mexican land-grant settlements and
the northern land-grabbers. Labor unions of
Mexican farmers, service employees, and oil
workers now organize maquila workers at the
assembly plants that are replacing those older
industries on the Mexican side.

The border follows the river through the
rough terrain of the Big Bend and through the
once busy trading posts of Presidio/Ojinaga and
on to the El Paso/Ciudad Juarez twins estab-
lished as the “Passage to the North” between the
mountain ranges, “the border’s fulcrum, where
the river gives way to the fence and where North
and South have been horsetrading for centuries”
(Weisman 1986:85). El Paso/Ciudad Juarez is a
crucible of cultural identities, in which shared
border personas are created, exported, re-
imported, and transformed. Here the pachuco, a
Mexican American, neighorhood identity of the
1940s and ’50s was reforged as the cholo Mexican
and Mexican American youth of today.

West of the river a series of straight lines, not
the topography, define the boundary. Here the
Sonoran Desert border is home to Yaqui and
O’odham Indians. As noted by Dr. Griffith, there
is in this region a unique cultural interdepen-
dence between Native Americans and Mexicans,
exemplified by the shared celebration of the
patron saint, Francisco Xavier, and of the mis-
sionary Francisco de Kino (often merged into a
composite St. Francis along with St. Francis of
Assisi). Members of these groups share each
other’s crafts and food at the feast in Magdalena,
20 miles south of Ambos Nogales (the Two
Nogales). In this area, the socioeconomic strug-
gle of the Rio Grande/Rio Bravo region is not as
dominant a feature of life. Whereas lower border
corridos praise the valor of men who fight for
their rights, corridos in this area celebrate famed
horses that win epic races.

The westernmost border area between the
Californias is very different. The original Native
American populations are surrounded and for-
gotten by the growing urbanization of the early
20th century. Many have migrated to San Diego



Most Mixtecos in Tijuana live in the neigborhood known as the Colonia Obrera, where retaining walls made of tires are
used to keep homes from sliding down steep hills. Photo by Laura Velasco Ortiz

On the Rio Bravo/Rio Grande, a pollero (whose work is to assist undocumented travelers cross the
border) floats children from Ciudad Juarez to El Paso on an inner tube raft. Photo by Pete Reiniger
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and Los Angeles, establishing large communi-
ties.

A striking architectural feature in the Tijua-
na working class neighborhoods that spread on
the sloping canyons of the city is the use of tires
in landscaping. Tires create stairs that lead up to
hillside houses, and they are built into retaining
walls that keep homes from sliding downhill.
Architects have integrated the distinctive tire
embankment motif into the cement retaining
walls they design for affluent neighborhoods. In
Nogales, street vendors reserve their space on a
downtown street with bright yellow half tires
lined up like croquet wickets to mark their terri-
tory and attract customers. In Laredo and
throughout the valley, sculpted and painted tire
flowerpots decorate the front yards and yard
shrines. And as almost everywhere, border chil-
dren swing on tires hung from trees in house
yards or from metal scaffolds in public play-
grounds.

The Border in History

The Mexican and the United States govern-
ments settled the location of the border with the
signing of the Guadalupe Hidalgo Treaty in 1848
and the Gadsden Purchase in 1853. But long
before there was a border, Indian communities
had settlements in the areas between the Gulf of
Mexico and the Pacific. In the 17th century,
Spanish settlers established the same area as the
northern frontier of New Spain and then of Mex-
ico after its War of Independence in 1810. In the
Spanish colonial period, this area was a frontier
that attracted the most adventuresome explorers
and dedicated missionaries.

The eastern region of the border along the
Rio Bravo (later called Rio Grande in the U.S.)
was more hospitable and became a focus of
regional life as towns grew up along its banks. As
Dr. Ceballos points out, residents of these towns
like Laredo felt a strong allegiance to a Mexican
identity. El Paso del Norte, now known as El
Paso, was the first and largest town built on the
river in the early 1600s in the mountain corridor
that was called El Paso del Norte, the “Passage to
the North.” Many small towns established before
the creation of the border still dot the Texas val-
ley.

The Rio Grande/Rio Bravo, a “symbol of
separation” in Texas, constitutes over half of the
length of the border. In the decades following
the Mexican-American War (1850s), U.S. cattle
barons and agricultural opportunists from the
East and the Midwest with substantial capital and
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Much border crossing is done extra-legally because of
convenience. Here a grandmother crosses via a well-
traveled route for a day’s shopping in the U.S. Photo by
David Burckhalter

extensive mercantile connections came to domi-
nate the U.S.-Mexico trade across this Texas river
border. Shortly after their rise, these merchants
began to acquire extensive tracts of land in
Texas and to assert dominion over the earlier
Spanish and Mexican settlers. This created an
environment of cultural and economic conflict
that characterizes the border to this day.

During the Mexican Revolution, which
began in 1910, the border population increased
significantly as many moved across the border
seeking refuge. Migration patterns were estab-
lished between particular states in Mexico and
particular regions or towns on the border. For
example, refugees from central Mexico who set-
tled in the Texas valley were likely to be joined
later by immigrants from their hometowns.
Migrants from the northwestern states of Zacate-
cas, Durango, and Sinaloa regularly traveled to
Ciudad Juarez/El Paso.

When economic recessions hit the U.S.,
efforts mounted to push immigrants back to
Mexico. In 1914-1915, the U.S. side of the Rio
Grande Valley experienced a winter of violence



A mural decorates the wall of a workers’ neighborhood in Ciudad Juarez. Photo by Lyle Rosbotham

when hundreds of Mexicans, or mejicanos in bor-
der usage, were persecuted and killed by the
Texas border patrols. The Great Depression of
the 1930s brought a new wave of deportations in
which immigrants who had lived undisturbed in
the U.S. for decades were repatriated.

As people from different cultural regions of
Mexico have settled on the border, they have
evolved a complexly layered cultural and social
environment that has been created by competi-
tion and adaptation for survival. In this struggle,
border peoples have developed distinctive styles,
social organizations, and local economies. An
interesting example of this is the way Mixteco
vendors in Tijuana appropriate the traditional
and tourist handicrafts made by other Mexican
migrants to create a market that helps to support
not only their own cultural identity but also that
of the other groups.

Local economies that develop on the Mexi-
can side capitalize not only on available skills but
also on available, usually discarded, materials.
Small businesses trade in secondhand clothes
purchased by the pound and cardboard from the
U.S. Some items, like the used tires found every-
where along the border, are made into distinc-
tive items that support local economies and
define a border style.

The extensive use of tires is evidence of eco-
nomic difference and marginality and of the cul-
tural inventiveness and resilience that exploits
the border environment. But the visible pres-
ence of discarded materials is also a reminder of
the pollution that is unfortunately also prevalent
on the border. The poorly regulated industrial-
ization including that of agriculture on both
sides of the border increasingly contaminates the
air, water, and land. While border residents can
creatively reuse discarded tires, the unchecked
and growing regional pollution, which seriously
affects their health as well as the environment, is
at present beyond their control.

The Program

Based on research in the rich and dynamic
living culture of the border, the Borderlands Fes-
tival program is designed to provide a glimpse of
the border — its histories, its diverse communi-
ties, local and regional identities, and its music,
arts, crafts, healing practices, foodways, and nar-
rative. This program has been assembled by the
Center for Folklife Programs and Cultural Stud-
ies in collaboration with El Colegio de la Fron-
tera Norte (a center for studies of the northern
Mexican border), Texas Folklife Resources, the
University of Arizona Library’s Western Folklife
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Carolina Samaniego de Leyva shapes rounds of asadero
cheese in her home in El Divisidero, a few miles from Oji-
naga, Chihuahua. This major cattle region of Mexico’s
northern border is noted for this pliable white cheese
made from milk curdled with trompillo, a seed from a
local deadly nightshade plant. Photo by Emily Socolov

Center, the Centro de Estudios Regionales of the
Universidad Auténoma de Nuevo Leo6n, the Uni-
versidad Auténoma de Baja California, and with
individual scholars and community members
from both sides of the border.

The program is about community-based cul-
ture. It presents cultural practices found on the
border and cultural expressions about the bor-
der, and it explores cultural patterns that seem
to be created by the border. It also addresses the
cultural heritage, adaptability, and creativity of
Native Americans and of the Mexican, Hispanic
American, Anglo and other immigrant commu-
nities that have played a part in creating the life
that surrounds the Mexico-U.S. border — those
that maintain it, those that cross it, those that are
left behind, and those that dwell in the border
region. The program explores the processes
through which the groups create, adapt, and pre-
serve culture to meet the challenges of life on
the border. It seeks to present and understand
community codes of behavior that evolved on
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the border including confrontation, evasion, vio-
lence, and romance, especially as these have
been transformed into narrative and other forms
of artistic expression.

Music performances include emergent forms
such as the conjunto, which grows out of the
interaction between different cultural communi-
ties; older forms, such as the corrido, which has
been used to preserve a historical vision in the
defense of disputed territory; and adapted forms
such as the string band music now incorporated
into the traditional repertoire of the Tohono
O’odham Native American communities.

Also featured in the program are five mural-
ists, whose work reflects the traditions of Mexi-
can cholo and United States Chicano muralism.
These traditions draw upon the rich history of
muralism in the Americas — from wall paintings
in pre-Columbian temples and colonial church-
es, to popularized images in bars and on com-
mercial facades, to the socially-engaged master-
pieces of the Rivera, Orozco, Siqueiros, and
Tamayo, to the graphic protest in U.S. cities that
has now been re-contextualized on the border.
Murals continue to be touchstones of common
historical experiences, archaeologies of sociocul-
tural movements, and powerful statements of
identity, ethical principles, and community aspi-
rations.

The unique fusion of border aesthetics and
handcrafted technology is embodied in lowriders
— distinctively customized automobiles —
described below by Michael Stone. These low-
slung, hopping cars complement the iconogra-
phy of murals as statements of cultural identity.
Vaqueros of south Texas demonstrate their skills,
crafts, and foodways associated with their cowboy
tradition, which dates back to the Spanish colo-
nial era. A fisherman from the port of
Brownsville demonstrates shrimping techniques.
A Laredo blacksmith forges stirrups, belt buck-
les, and other implements of vaquero life, along
with a number of traditional and contemporary
decorative objects. A ropemaker demonstrates
the use of the local fiber called lechugilla (an
agave of the amaryllis family). While fine craft
traditions like guitar- and furniture-making are
not specific to the border, craftspeople have
incorporated motifs and instruments native to
the region, like the bajo sexto guitar. Other occu-
pational groups characteristic of the border envi-
ronment include federal Immigration and Natu-
ralization Service (INS) agents who regulate
movement across the border; coyotes and polleros,
who help migrants evade immigration regula-



tions; and workers in maquiladora assembly line
industries. Narrative sessions focus on the cul-
ture of craft and occupation in the context of
the border.

Artisans demonstrate crafts used in the
home and for special celebrations, including
quilt-making, flower- and pinata-making, candle-
making, and reverse-painted glass. Participants
prepare regional specialties, traditional foods
served for fiestas, and offer a sampling of typical
vaquero outdoor cooking. Finally, the Festival
presents members of the Mixteco Indian com-
munity in Tijuana, a recent migrant group,
which preserves its cultural identity and con-
tributes to the economy at the border by main-
taining ties with other Mixteco communities in
Oaxaca and California.

The United States-Mexico border has had a
profound effect on the lives of millions of peo-
ple. The pending free trade agreement is only
the latest in a long line of international socioeco-
nomic arrangements that have wide ranging
local impacts. Critical attention in Mexico and
the U.S. has been increasingly focused on the
historical consciousness created in this border-
land and on its expression in traditional and
other forms of art. Recognition of the vitality and
value of borderland culture is growing at the
margins, among borderland populations, as well
as in the centers of power and opinion in both
countries. Scholars and political leaders increas-
ingly realize that the cultural encounters, synthe-
ses, and resistances characteristic of border life
signal similar cultural developments in the larger
societies. This intensifying concern and scrutiny
centers on the margin, but can it reduce the
marginality in human rights, social dignity, and
economic opportunity at the border? Listening
to community voices of the border from the
Mexican and United States sides can better
inform our thinking and decision-making.
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Living on the Border:
A Wound That Will Not Heal

Norma E. Cantu

Living in the geographical area where the
U.S. and Mexico meet, the truth is always pre-
sent. It gnaws at one’s consciousness like a fear
of rabid dogs and coyotes. Beneath every action
lies the context of border life. And one must see
that undergirding for what it is — the pain and
sorrow of daily reminders that here disease runs
rampant, here drug crimes take a daily toll, here
infant mortality rates run as high or higher than
those in Third World countries, here one cannot
drink the water, and here, this land that is our
land — and has been our land for generations
— is not really ours. But one must also see bor-
der life in the context of its joys, its continuous
healing, and its celebration of a life and culture
that survives against all odds. For to do otherwise
condemns us to falling into the vortex of pes-
simism and anomie where so many already dwell.

La frontera: the frontier, the edges, the limits,
the boundaries, the borders, the cultures, the
languages, the foods; but more than that, the
unity and disunity: es lo mismo y no lo es (it’s the
same and it isn’t). Chicana novelist Gloria
Anzaldua speaks of this same terrain, this same
geography, but her words are hers; they are not
mine, not ours, not those of everyone living
along the border. However similar experiences
may be they are not the same, for the frontera is
as varied as the geography from Matamoros/
Brownsville to Tijuana/San Ysidro, and the peo-
ple that inhabit this wrinkle in space are as var-
ied as the indigenous peoples that first crossed it
centuries ago and the peoples who continue to
traverse it today. The Aztec pantheon didn’t real-

Norma E. Canti, a native of the borderlands, received a B.S.
from Texas A&I University at Laredo, a Master’s from
Texas A&I at Kingsville, and a Ph.D. from the University
of Nebraska at Lincoln. She is an associate professor of Eng-
lish at Laredo State University. She has published poetry,
short fiction, and critical analyses.
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ly rule these northern lands; and the norterio per-
sonality, customs, rites, and language are testa-
ment to that other native culture, now all but
gone, which survives in vestiges sometimes as
vague as an image in the sand, on the wall of a
cave, or in the lexicon and intonation of a bor-
der native’s speech.

These lands have always harbored transients,
people moving sometimes north sometimes
south. Like birds making their annual trek,
migrant workers board up their homes and pack
things in trucks and off they go with the local
priest’s blessing. In Laredo, in Eagle Pass, and
elsewhere, the matachines celebrate on May 3rd,
December 12th, or another significant date, and
as they congregate to dance in honor of the holy
cross, the Virgen de Guadalupe, or other local
devotion, they remember other lands and other
times. Spanish and English languages both
change along the border — mariachis are flour
tortilla tacos in Laredo and Nuevo Laredo and
within a 50-mile radius of the area; the calo
(slang) of the batos locos, lowriders, cholos, or
pachucos maintains its literary quality in its exces-
sive use of metaphor all along the stretch, yet
changes from community to community, just as
the names for food and even the foods them-
selves change. Differences have been there since
the settlement of the borderlands in the 17th
and 18th centuries, and the changes wrought
upon the border culture have occurred over the
span of more than 300 years; yet there are other
changes, as well, ongoing changes that will alter
the very fabric of borderlands culture.

The collusion of a myriad of cultures, not
just Mexican and U.S., makes the borderlands
unique. It is a culture forever in transition,
changing visibly from year to year. The popula-
tion increases in number and in variety, as Kore-
ans, Indians, and other peoples of non-Euro-
pean, non-Indigenous, and non-Mestizo origin
flow into the region. Because of such an influx, it



also changes environmentally, economically, and
even in style.

The names for the river may be different —
Rio Bravo/Rio Grande — but it’s the same river
whose life-giving waters flow down from Col-
orado, and whose life-taking waters spill out into
the Gulf of Mexico. The same river is a political
boundary between two nation-states, but people
on both sides of the river retain the customs of
the settlers from Spain and from central Mexico
along with those of the original inhabitants,
which they have inherited and adapted to their
particular needs.

Newcomers integrate their ways into the
existing culture, but the old ones remain.
Intriguing syncretisms occur. Weddings, for
example, integrate traditional “Mexican” cus-
toms such as the Arabic arras (marriage coins)
and the Native lazo (bonding cord) along with
the German-style polka or conjunto music and
brindis (toast). An infant’s baptism becomes an
occasion for godparents to exchange prayers, an
indigenous form encapsulated in a European
logic. Conversly, a quincearniera (young woman'’s
15th birthday) becomes the modern-day puberty
rite of a community. In local dance halls dancers
engage in weeKkly rites as culturally choreo-
graphed as those of the Catholic pilgrimages to
santuarios from California to Texas; both cus-
toms embody forms and values that endure from

At the feasts of the Virgin of
Guadalupe and the Holy Cross,
the Matachines de la Santa Cruz
affirm their spiritual bonds to the
Virgin and the Cross, to each
other, and to their community by
dancing before their altar in the
Ladrillera Barrio of Laredo. Most
of the members of this religious
brotherhood came to Laredo in
the late 1930s from the mining
towns of Chanel Palafox and
Dolores in northern Mexico.
Photo by Norma Cantu

times before European contact.

Gloria Anzaldaa says that “The U.S.-Mexican
border es una herida abierta (is an open wound)
where the Third World grates against the first
and bleeds” (Anzaldta 1987). And she continues
the metaphor by adding that before the wound
heals it “hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two
worlds merging to form a third country — a bor-
der culture.” First shaped by the signing of the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that cut the area in
two, the wound has continuously bled, as poli-
tics, economics, and most recently environmen-
tal pollution exacerbate the laceration. If some
healing occurs and a scab barely forms, a new
blow strikes — such was the economic blow
struck by the 1982 Mexican devaluation.

Ours is a history of conflict and resolution,
of growth and devastation, of battles won and
lost in conflicts not always of our making. Often
these contradictory outcomes issue from the
same set of historical events, like the develop-
ment of the maquiladora industry, which provides
jobs even as it renders the river’s waters “a verita-
ble cesspool” (The Laredo Morning Times 1993).
The inhabitants of the borderlands live in the
consequences of this history, in the bleeding that
never stops. Those of us who inhabit this land
must live with daily human rights violations, con-
trasting world views, two forms of currency, and
different “ways of doing things” that in some
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A migrant worker harvests celery and jokes with the photographer. In an interview conducted as part of the Borderlife
Project of the University of Texas-Pan American, Donna Garcia describes part of her life as a Mexican migrant worker.
“For years we had been traveling to west Texas to work the cotton crop. | would hear people always talking about ‘Those
migrant workers — look how they left this place; they're so dirty. You can’t leave anything out while they are around.’ |
had heard these remarks so often that | thought they were talking of people in trouble with the law. One day my hus-
band was talking of some mishap and I said, ‘Oh, it was probably those migrant workers.’ He looked at me and asked
what | thought migrant workers were, so | told him. When I had finished he told me, ‘Mama, we are migrant workers.””

Photo by Lillian M. Salcido

cases make life easier but in others, nearly intol-
erable.

Immigration and emigration have shaped
the borderlands. The exodus of Texas border
natives to the metropolitan areas of Houston,
Dallas, and San Antonio or to California or the
Midwest during the 1950s was due in large mea-
sure to the depressed local economy. But, as emi-
gration to the north occurred, immigration from
Mexico into the area continued. The unemploy-
ment rates often hovered around the teens and
did not noticeably decrease, in spite of large
numbers of families relocating elsewhere, set-
tling out of the migrant labor stream, in industri-
alized areas such as Chicago, or going to work in
other areas of Texas.

In the 1980s and 1990s, some of these same

28 U.S. - MEXICO BORDERLANDS

people, now retiring from steel mills in Illinois
or factories in Detroit, are returning as retirees
and settling in the south Texas border communi-
ties they moved from 40 years ago. For many,
like my mother’s cousins who moved away and
worked for Bethlehem Steel, Christmas and sum-
mer vacation were times to visit relatives on the
border; these days, it is their children who make
the trip down south to visit them.

But in many cases the move was permanent.
With little to come back to, families settled per-
manently in places like California, Wisconsin,
and Nebraska. This was the experience of my
father’s cousin who lives in Omaha and who
retired from the upholstering business she
worked in for over 30 years. She speaks of her
life away and her reasons for leaving with great



The shrine in the yard of Isidro Ramirez, a Vietnam War veteran who lives in Laredo, commemorates
his participation in the war and expresses gratitude for his safe return. Mr. Ramirez includes in his
religious work traditional objects like candles, flower vases, and images of saints, and also personal
offerings that express his patriotism and war experience like the flag of Texas and his military helmet.
Photo by Norma Cantu

pain: there were no jobs to be had; political
machines controlled the few jobs there were; the
pay was below the national minimum wage; the
schools were not good for their kids; and the
streets weren’t paved. At least up north, in spite
of discrimination, language barriers, alien foods,
and cold weather, there were jobs; one could
dream of a better life. The border population is
in transition once again as it has been for cen-
turies. The healing occurs for but a short time
when the newly formed scab is torn by a new ele-
ment, and the process begins anew.

The border is not homogenous in geography
or in culture; there are many borders, resplen-
dent in their heterogeneity. We who live in these
realities celebrate our day-to-day life with family
carne asada gatherings; with civic events such as
George Washington’s Birthday Celebration with
its numerous border icons like the abrazo
(embracing) ceremony and the International
Parade; with high school graduations (currently
attained by around 55% of students), and other
markers of academic achievement; and with reli-
gious events, such as the matachines dance or
the annual visit to the city by the image of the
Virgen de San Juan de los Lagos in Mexico, ven-
erated on both sides of the border.

The pain and joy of the borderlands — per-
haps no greater or lesser than the emotions
stirred by living anywhere contradictions
abound, cultures clash and meld, and life is lived
on an edge — come from a wound that will not
heal and yet is forever healing. These lands have
always been here; the river of people has flowed
for centuries. It is only the designation “border”
that is relatively new, and along with the term
comes the life one lives in this “in-between
world” that makes us the “other,” the marginal-
ized. But, from our perspective, the “other” is
outside, away from, and alien to, the border.
This is our reality, and we, especially we Chi-
canos and Chicanas, negotiate it in our daily
lives, as we contend with being treated as aliens
ourselves. This in essence is the greatest wound
— the constant reminder of our otherness.
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Cultural Identities on the
Mexico—United States Border

José Manuel Valenzuela Arce

Translated by Héctor Antonio Corporan

La frontera es la vitrina que exhibe un escenario
donde confluyen dos actores de una misma obra: capi-
talismo avanzado y dependencia, internacionalizacion
del proceso productivo y utilizacion intensiva de fuerza
de trabajo barata y vulnerable; internacionalidad del
mercado de trabajo y disminucion de derechos labo-
rales, identidades emergentes y profundas, y resistencia
cultural. En este espacio se avecina la desigualdad, se
evidencia la “desnacionalizacion”, se transparenta la
identidad.

A Mexican chola dressed in dark, severely styled clothes
and a masculine hat. Her self-created persona embodies
a defiant attitude towards authoritarianism, subordina-
tion, sub-estimation, and poverty. Mexican cholas tend
to be more dominated by their patriarchal families than
their counterparts across the border. Photo by José
Manuel Valenzuela Arce
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The indigenous communities of the Mexico-
United States border region succumbed to vio-
lence, tuberculosis, venereal diseases, and the
catechism. From the era of the K’'miais, Cucapas,
Yumas, Apaches, and Yaquis, to the present,
there have been a multitude of engagements and
misencounters, fusions and ruptures, innova-
tions and oblivions. Cultures in this region con-
tinually give shape to themselves through their
interactions and relations and their social orga-
nizations, contradictions, and conflicts.

Much has been discussed about the danger-
ous possibility of entreguismo or “surrendering to
foreign influence,” by the border population in
Mexico. But on the contrary, along that very bor-
der we find important sociocultural resistance
movements which articulate their goals with ver-
bal symbols, visual images, and reinterpretations
of regional history that assert a cultural identity
formed in opposition to the United States.

In the intense interactions on the Mexico-
United States border one can see important
processes of transculturation. These cultural
processes are inevitable and should not automat-
ically be understood as the loss of national iden-
tity. To the contrary, because these processes
that occur in northern Mexico and southern
United States involve relationships between
neighbors across a border, their significance
assumes an international dimension — even
when they might seem to be local in nature. This
point has been amply explained by Jorge A. Bus-
tamante.

The border is a shopwindow that contains a
staged encounter between two actors in the same
play: advanced capitalism and dependency; the
internationalization of production processes and
the intensive utilization of cheap, vulnerable
manpower; a global labor market and a
decreased recognition of workers’ rights and of
indigenous and emerging identities. But in that
scene in the border shopwindow there is also cul-



A group, or clica, of cholos pose in their neighborhood in front of a mural that depicts, among other elements, the Virgin
of Guadalupe and an idealized cholo and chola. A defensible power space, the neighborhood is at once a nexus of solidari-
ty and an immediate source of conflict. Photo by José Manuel Valenzuela Arce

tural fusion, re-creation, and resistance. In this
space suffused by inequality, society becomes
“dis-nationalized” and the sources of cultural
identity become transparent.

Beyond faddish styles fashioned on Ameri-
can models particularly for consumption by the
younger population, cross-border popular cul-
ture in our country is prominently expressed in
corridos, musica nortena, language, symbols, and
youth movements. Among the most recent of
these movements to become popular after the
mid-1970s is el cholismo — the most massive youth
phenomenon that emerged among the poor
population in the northern part of the country.
Cholos represent a major cultural paradox, for
they import their national symbols from the Chi-
cano and Mexican barrios in the United States.
Many of these symbols had given voice to cultur-
al resistance in the Chicano movement and
among Mexican-born youths throughout the
United States; they were redefined and integrat-
ed into the speech, graphic arts, and symbolism
of cholos in Mexico.

On the other side, important sectors of the
Mexican-born population in the United States
resist emotional and cultural isolation by con-
suming cultural products made in our country.
Unfortunately, the majority of these products
offered through film and especially television are
of deplorable quality. Mexicans in the United
States are also culturally strengthened by further
immigration of Mexicans to that country and by
relationships formed with populations on the
border. In these cultural interactions, as in the
consumption of Mexican cultural products, and
in the immigrants’ implication in social and
political processes in Mexico or in transnational
processes such as undocumented migration, rela-
tionships between the Mexican and the Chicano

José Manuel Valenzuela Arce, a native of Tecate, Baja Cali-
Jornia, received his Ph.D. from El Colegio de México. He is
currently a researcher with El Colegio de la Frontera Norte.
He received the Fray Bernardino de Sahagin Award in
social anthropology for his book A la brava ése!: cholos,
punks, chavos, banda.
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populations in the United States are shaped by
what happens south of the border.

In the crucible of the border, culture is sub-
jected to a process of purification that refines
and redefines the dominant traits of Mexican
national culture and combines them with other
popular forms, regional expressions, and emerg-
ing identities. But the various collective identities
(cholos, Mixtecos, Zapotecos) find themselves
penetrated and influenced by proximity of the
United States: an indispensable reference in the
cultural analysis of our country’s northern bor-
der. The presence of the United States takes vari-
ous forms, and its cultural products are also
redefined by the life experience of the social
groups who use them.

People construct cultural identities with a
wide range of expressions that associate them
with some groups and differentiate them from
others. The various collective identities on the
border are linked by a common bond of differ-
entiation from the United States and of construc-
tion from sources not bounded by the interna-
tional line. They construct their identities in
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This mural, an expression of La Raza movement of the
1960s and 1970s, depicts a 1940s pachuco wearing charac-
teristic baggy pants, tattooed with the Mexican Virgin of
Guadalupe, and positioned in front of a lowrider car and
crossed Mexican and American flags. Confronted with
social stigma, pachucos and their cultural heirs value
boldness, valor, the aesthetic of “cool,” and stoicism in
confronting racism. Their symbolism reflects the interna-
tional origins of their culture. Photo by José Manuel
Valenzuela Arce

everyday interactions with the Mexican popula-
tion in the United States, in characteristic usages
of the terms “them” and “us,” and in their cultur-
al borrowings or reaffirmations of tradition that
are the resources of their resistance. Cultural
identity on the border often reinforces collective
action closely linked to the class situation, as was
the case with the Chicano Movement in the ’60s;
or in a fundamental way, identity can define pop-
ular youth expressions, as exemplified by
pachuquismo and cholismo.
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The Problem of Identity in
a Changing Culture:

Popular Expressions of Culture Conflict
Along the Lower Rio Grande Border

Ameéerico Paredes

Excerpted from Folklore and Culture on the Texas-
Mexican Border. 1993. Austin: CMAS Books, Cen-
ter for Mexican American Studies, University of Texas.

Conflict — cultural, economic, and physical
— has been a way of life along the border
between Mexico and the United States, and it is
in the so-called Nueces—Rio Grande strip where
its patterns were first established. Problems of
identity also are common to border dwellers,
and these problems were first confronted by peo-
ple of Mexican culture as a result of the Texas
Revolution. For these reasons, the Lower Rio
Grande area also can claim to be the source of
the more typical elements of what we call the cul-
ture of the Border.

Life along the border was not always a mat-
ter of conflicting cultures; there was often coop-
eration of a sort, between ordinary people of
both cultures, since life had to be lived as an
everyday affair. People most often cooperated in
circumventing the excessive regulation of ordi-
nary intercourse across the border. In other
words, they regularly were engaged in smug-
gling.

Borders offer special conditions not only for
smuggling but for the idealization of the smug-
gler. This sounds pretty obvious, since, after all,
political boundaries are the obvious places where
customs and immigration regulations are
enforced. But we must consider not only the
existence of such political boundaries but the

Américo Paredes is Dickson, Allen, and Anderson Centenni-
al Professor Emeritus of Anthropology and English at the
University of Texas at Austin. He received his Ph.D. from the
University of Texas at Austin, and has taught folklore there
since 1957. In 1989, the National Endowment for the
Humanities honored Paredes with the illustrious Charles
Frankel Prize. In 1990, the government of Mexico bestowed
on him its highest award to citizens of other countries: La
Orden Mexicana del Aguila Azteca.

circumstances of their creation. In this respect,
the Lower Rio Grande Border was especially suit-
ed for smuggling operations.

To appreciate this fact, one has only to con-
sider that when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo
officially settled the conflict over territory
between Mexico and the United States, a very
well defined geographic feature — the Rio
Grande itself — became the international line.
But it was a line that cut right through the mid-
dle of what had once been the Mexican province
of Nuevo Santander. Friends and relatives who
had been near neighbors — within shouting dis-
tance across a few hundred feet of water — now
were legally in different countries. If they wanted
to visit each other, the law required that they
travel many miles up or down stream, to the
nearest official crossing place, instead of swim-
ming or boating directly across as they used to
do before. It goes without saying that they paid
little attention to the requirements of the law.
When they went visiting, they crossed at the most
convenient spot on the river; and, as is ancient
custom when one goes visiting loved ones, they
took gifts with them: farm products from Mexico
to Texas, textiles and other manufactured goods
from Texas to Mexico. Legally, of course, this
was smuggling, differing from contraband for
profit in volume only. Such a pattern is familiar
to anyone who knows the border, for it still oper-
ates, not only along the Lower Rio Grande now
but all along the boundary line between Mexico
and the United States.

Unofficial crossings also disregarded immi-
gration laws. Children born on one side of the
river would be baptized on the other side, and
thus appear on church registers as citizens of the
other country. This bothered no one since peo-
ple on both sides of the river thought of them-
selves as mexicanos, but United States officials
were concerned about it. People would come
across to visit relatives and stay long periods of
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time, and perhaps move inland in search of
work. After 1890, the movement in search of
work was preponderantly from Mexico deep into
Texas and beyond. The ease with which the river
could be crossed and the hospitality of relatives
and friends on either side also was a boon to
men who got in trouble with the law. It was not
necessary to flee over trackless wastes, with the
law hot on one’s trail. All it took was a few
moments in the water, and one was out of reach
of his pursuers and in the hands of friends. If
illegal crossings in search of work were mainly in
a northerly direction, crossings to escape the law
were for the most part from north to south. By
far, not all the Mexicans fleeing American law
were criminals in an ordinary sense. Many were
victims of cultural conflict, men who had reacted
violently to assaults on their human dignity or
their economic rights.

Resulting from the partition of the Lower
Rio Grande communities was a set of folk atti-
tudes that would in time become general along
the United States-Mexican border. There was a
generally favorable disposition toward the indi-
vidual who disregarded customs and immigra-
tion laws, especially the laws of the United States.
The professional smuggler was not a figure of
reproach, whether he was engaged in smuggling
American woven goods into Mexico or Mexican
tequila into Texas. In folklore there was a ten-
dency to idealize the smuggler, especially the
tequilero, as a variant of the hero of cultural con-
flict. The smuggler, the illegal alien looking for
work, and the border-conflict hero became iden-
tified with each other in the popular mind. They
came into conflict with the same American laws
and sometimes with the same individual officers
of the law, who were all looked upon as rinches —
a border-Spanish rendering of “ranger.” Men
who were Texas Rangers, for example, during
the revenge killings of Mexicans after the Pizana
uprising of 1915! later were border patrolmen
who engaged in gunbattles with tequileros. So
stereotyped did the figure of the rinche become
that Lower Rio Grande Border versions of “La
persecucion de Villa” identify Pershing’s soldiers
as rinches.

A corrido [ballad] tradition of intercultural
conflict developed along the Rio Grande, in

I The uprising occurred on the Lower Rio Grande Border
and involved a group of Texas-Mexican rancheros attempting
to create a Spanish-speaking republic in South Texas. Pizana
endeavored to appeal to other United States minority
groups. [Original Editor’s Note]
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which the hero defends his rights and those of
other Mexicans against the rinches. The first
hero of these corridos is Juan Nepomuceno
Cortina, who is celebrated in an 1859 corrido
precisely because he helps a fellow Mexican.

Other major corrido heroes are Gregorio
Cortez (1901), who kills two Texas sheriffs after
one of them shoots his brother; Jacinto Trevino
(1911), who kills several Americans to avenge his
brother’s death; Rito Garcia (1885), who shoots
several officers who invade his home without a
warrant; and Aniceto Pizana and his sediciosos
(1915). Some corrido heroes escape across the
border into Mexico; others, like Gregorio Cortez
and Rito Garcia, are betrayed and captured.
They go to prison but they have stood up for
what is right. As the “Corrido de Rito Garcia”
says,

... mevoy a la penitencia
por defender mi derecho.

... I'am going to the penitentiary
because I defended my rights.

The men who smuggled tequila into the
United States during the twenties and early thir-
ties were no apostles of civil rights, nor did the
border people think of them as such. But in his
activities, the tequilero risked his life against the
old enemy, the rinche. And, as has been noted,
smuggling had long been part of the border way
of life. Still sung today is “El corrido de Mariano
Reséndez,” about a prominent smuggler of tex-
tiles into Mexico, circa 1900. So highly respected
were Reséndez and his activities that he was
known as “El Contrabandista.” Reséndez, of
course, violated Mexican laws; and his battles
were with Mexican customs officers. The tequi-
lero and his activities, however, took on an inter-
cultural dimension; and they became a kind of
coda to the corridos of border conflict.

The heavy-handed and often brutal manner
that Anglo lawmen have used in their dealings
with border Mexicans helped make almost any
man outside the law a sympathetic figure, with
the rinche, or Texas Ranger, as the symbol of
police brutality. That these symbols still are alive
may be seen in the recent Fred Carrasco affair.
The border Mexican’s tolerance of smuggling
does not seem to extend to traffic in drugs. The
few corridos that have been current on the sub-
ject, such as “Carga blanca,” take a negative view
of the dope peddler. Yet Carrasco’s death in
1976 at the Huntsville (Texas) prison, along with
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Américo Paredes is a folklorist, prize-winning author, and singer of border corridos.
Photo by Jane E. Levine, courtesy Texas Folklife Resources

two women hostages, inspired close to a dozen
corridos with echoes of the old style. The sensa-
tional character of Carrasco’s death cannot be
discounted, but note should also be taken of the
unproved though widely circulated charges that
Carrasco was “executed” by a Texas Ranger, who
allegedly shot him through the head at close
range where Carrasco lay wounded. This is a sce-
nario familiar to many a piece of folk literature
about cultural conflict — corridos and prose nar-
ratives — the rinche finishing off the wounded
Mexican with a bullet through the head. Itis
interesting to compare the following stanzas, the
first from one of the Carrasco corridos and the
other two from a tequilero ballad of the thirties.

El capitan de los rinches
fue el primero que cayo
pero el chaleco de malla
las balas no traspaso.

The captain of the Rangers
was the first one to fall,

but the armored vest he was wearing
did not let the bullets through.

En fin de tanto invitarle
Leandro los acompario;

en las lomas de Almiramba
Jue el primero que cayo.

They kept asking him to go,
until Leandro went with them;
in the hills of Almiramba

he was the first one to fall.

El capitan de los rinches

a Silvano se acerco

Y en unos cuantos segundos
Silvano Garcia murio.

The captain of the Rangers
came up close to Silvano,
and in a few seconds
Silvano Garcia was dead.
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Similar attitudes are expressed on the Sono-
ra-Arizona border, for example, when the hard-
case hero of “El corrido de Cananea” is made to
say,

Me agarraron los cherifes
al estilo americano,

como al hombre de delito,
todos con pistola en mano.

The sheriffs caught me

in the American style,

as they would a wanted man,
all of them pistol in hand.

The partition of Nuevo Santander was also
to have political effects, arising from the strong
feeling among the Lower Rio Grande people
that the land on both sides of the river was equal-
ly theirs. This involved feelings on a very local
and personal level, rather than the rhetoric of
national politics, and is an attitude occasionally
exhibited by some old Rio Grande people to this
day. Driving north along one of today’s highways
toward San Antonio, Austin, or Houston, they
are likely to say as the highway crosses the Nue-
ces, “We are now entering Texas.” Said in jest, of
course, but the jest has its point. Unlike Mexi-
cans in California, New Mexico, and the old
colony of Texas, the Rio Grande people experi-
enced the dismemberment of Mexico in a very
immediate way. So the attitude developed, early
and naturally, that a border Mexican was en su
tierra in Texas even if he had been born in
Tamaulipas. Such feelings, of course, were the
basis for the revolts of Cortina and Pizana. They
reinforced the borderer’s disregard of political
and social boundaries. And they lead in a direct
line to the Chicano movement and its mythic
concept of Aztlan. For the Chicano does not
base his claim to the Southwest on royal land
grants or on a lineage that goes back to the
Spanish conquistadores. On the contrary, he is
more likely to be the child or grandchild of
immigrants. He bases his claim to Aztlan on his
Mexican culture and his mestizo heritage.

Conversely, the Texas-born Mexican contin-
ued to think of Mexico as “our land” also. That
this at times led to problems of identity is seen in
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the folksongs of the Border. In 1885, for exam-
ple, Rito Garcia protests illegal police entry into
his home by shooting a few officers of Cameron
County, Texas. He makes it across the river and
feels safe, unaware that Porfirio Diaz has an
extradition agreement with the United States.
Arrested and returned to Texas, according to the
corrido, he expresses amazement:

Yo nunca hubiera creido
que mi pais tirano fuera,
que Mainero me entregara
a la nacion extranjera.

I never would have thought

that my country would be so unjust,
that Mainero would hand me over
to a foreign nation.

And he adds bitterly:

Mexicanos, no hay que fiar
en nuestra propia nacion,
nunca vayan a buscar

a Meéxico proteccion.

Mexicans, we can put no trust
in our own nation;

never go to Mexico

asking for protection.

But the mexicanos to whom he gives this
advice are Texas-Mexicans.

Special thanks to Victor Guerra, Center for Mexican
American Studies at the University of Texas, Austin.
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The Arizona-Sonora Border:
Line, Region, Magnet, and Filter

James S. Griffith

The Arizona-Sonora border was established
as aresult of the Gadsden Purchase of 1853. It
runs through desert and mountain country,
from the western Chihuahuan Desert over by
New Mexico through a zone of grassland and
oak-covered hills to the classic Sonoran Desert
west of Nogales. The land gets more and more
arid as one travels west, and the western third of
the border is essentially devoid of human habita-
tion. It is this stretch of the border, once a major
road to the Colorado River, that has earned and
kept the title, EI Camino del Diablo, “The Devil’s
Highway.”

There are six ports of entry on the Arizona-
Sonora border. From east to west these paired
towns are: Douglas/Agua Prieta, Naco/Naco,
Nogales/Nogales, Sasabe/Sasabe, Lukeville/
Sonoyta, and San Luis Rio Colorado, which has
no corresponding town on the Arizona side.
Between these towns stretches the border, for
the most part marked by a three-strand barbed
wire fence and a series of monuments. The bor-
der monuments are spaced so that each one is
visible from its counter-
part to the eastand to ",
the west. The fence tra- fﬂ
verses valleys, moun-
tains, lush thickets, and
sparse desert shrub-
bery.

Where it crosses e
true desert, truly ‘
deserted country, itisa &
simple three-strand o
barbed wire fence. In W
other stretches it
changes to chain-link
or, as recently between
the two Nogaleses, to
metal strips.

In the local Span-

ish, one enters the Ralph Romero, Jr.

Relampago, famed Mexican quarter horse, beats the Ameri-
can Chiltepin in a race which was run on the stretch of the
border near Douglas, Arizona and Agua Prieta, Sonora, : e
because temporarily imposed health regulations in 1959 did '8 for 4 miles into
not allow either of the horses to cross. Photo courtesy Uni- each nation.

versity of Arizona Library’s Southwest Folklore Center and

country illegally de alambre — “through the wire.”
One who does this is an alambrista — a “wireist.”
There are more sophisticated techniques as well.
In 1990, customs officials discovered an elabo-
rate tunnel leading from a warehouse in Agua
Prieta to a similar structure in Douglas, Arizona.
Hydraulic equipment had been installed at
either end, and the whole set-up was capable of
handling considerable quantities of goods. At
least three corridos have been written and circu-
lated about “el Ttnel.”

The fence serves other, more localized pur-
poses from time to time. During the 1980s, an
international volleyball game was regularly held
near Naco. Each team played in its own country,
with the chain-link fence serving as the net.

To the east, in Agua Prieta, match racing has
long been an important form of recreation. In
1957, a horse named Relampago (Lightening)
won an important race and became the instant
target of many challenges. One of the chal-
lengers was Chiltepin (named after the fiery
local wild chile), from Pirtleville, on the U.S.
side. Hoof-and-mouth
regulations made it
impossible for either
horse to cross into the
other’s country. The
solution: each horse
ran on its own side of
the fence. Relampago
won that one, too.

The international
border creates more
than a fence between
countries. It also cre-
ates a de-nationalized
zone, a region extend-

I keep being told
that Nogales, Sonora,
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THE AGUA PRIETA TUNNEL
By Los Jilgueros del Arroyo

El estado de Sonora

Ya esta agarrando la fama
Que tenia Sinaloa

Por la cuestion de la Mafia,
Crimenes v fechorias

A la luz de la manana.

Primero lo de los muertos
Que a fragoso le achacaron.
Luego siguio lo del Tinel
Que en la linea encontraron.
Pero lo hallaron solito

La droga ya habia pasado.

En la jaula ya no caben
Leones, tigres, y panteras.
Ese desierto estd verde

Y el blanco luz a cualquiera.
Cuanta droga habrd pasado
¢ Por el tinel de Agua Prieta?

The (Mexican) State of Sonora
Is stealing the fame away

that used to belong to Sinaloa
Due to the business of the Mafia,
Crimes and acts of villainy

In the broad light of day.

First there were the bodies

That they blame on the rough order.
Then there was the tunnel

That they discovered on the border.
But they came upon it deserted

The drugs had already passed.

They no longer fit in the cage

Lions, tigers, and panthers.

That desert is green

And the white stuff shines for anyone.
How much drugs must have passed
Through the tunnel at Agua Prieta?

“isn’t the real Mexico.” That is perfectly true, of
course, just as Nogales, Arizona, “isn’t the real
United States.” Each is a border community,
attracting business from the other side of the
line. Folks cross the border each day to shop,
work, and socialize. Each town has taken on
some of the character of its counterpart on the
other side of the line. For the traveler from
Michigan, U.S.A., or Michoacan, México, the for-
eign flavor starts long before one arrives at the
border crossing, and reminders of home persist
long after one has crossed over into the other
country.

The border attracts. Manufactured goods
gravitate to it on their way into Mexico, and
enough vegetables are attracted northwards to
feed much of the western United States. The
border region attracts tourists and travelers from
the United States, seeking just to sample the
charms of a foreign country, or passing through
on their way farther south into Mexico. An
increasing number of businesspeople and

James S. Griffith is Director of the Southwest Folklore Center
of the University of Arizona. He is a native of southern Cali-
fornia and has called the Pimeria Alta home since the early
1960s.
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investors are drawn here, too. It attracts tourists
from Mexico as well as those in search of eco-
nomic opportunities. These may involve the
assembly plants known as maquiladoras on the
Sonoran side of the border, or they may lie far-
ther north in the United States. Many opportu-
nity seekers cross the border illegally.

This brings us to another important function
of the border. As well as defining a subregion
that is neither one place nor another, as well as
serving as a magnet that draws goods and people
from both countries, the border is also a barrier.
Itis intended to filter out undesirable influences
going in both directions. So United States Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service and the Bor-
der Patrol fight an unceasing and frustrating bat-
tle to ensure that only authorized, documented
individuals cross into the United States. On the
other side, Mexican Customs fights an equally
endless campaign against the importation of
untaxed goods, especially automobiles, into
Mexico.

Another battle — a war, in fact — is con-
stantly fought across the length and breadth of
the border region between drug smugglers and
those who would prohibit their traffic into the
United States. This war touches the lives of every-
one living within a hundred miles of the border,



Jesus Ledn, an itinerant puppeteer and craftsman, displays his puppet in his vending booth at the Fiesta de San Francisco
in Magdalena, Sonora. The late Don Jesus also made tin frames with reverse-painted glass for holy images, a tradition he
has passed on to his children. Itinerant craftsmen, known as pajareros, usually sell these frames with the holy image of
the regional patron saint, San Francisco de Quino, or of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Photo by David Burckhalter
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The chapel of Kohatk village is located in the Tohono O’odham Nation in the Arizona-Sonora border
region. The pictures with reverse-painted glass in tin frames that flank the central cross were made by
itinerant artisans from Imuris, known as pajareros. Photo by James S. Griffith
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Gloria Moroyoqui carefully gathers cut tissue paper into a flower. In her kitchen workshop she makes paper flowers,
pinatas, the decorated, confetti-filled eggshells called cascarones, and other crafts she creates out of available materials
like scrap paper, cardboard boxes, popsicle sticks, and straws. Photo by Lyle Rosbotham

while at the same time it remains almost com-
pletely invisible. Traces of it may be seen, of
course, in newspaper headlines, in robberies by
addicts, in the magical spells and prayers to dark
powers which show up in displays of religious
articles for sale, and in restrictions on travel to
some deserted areas near the border. But many
border residents shrug, remark that only drug
people seem to be involved in the shoot-outs,
and go on in their everyday way.

The border has touched the region’s Native
Americans in special ways. The Tohono
O’odham claim ancestral lands on both sides of
the border, and many interpret the Gadsden
Purchase agreement as having granted them the
right to move freely across the border within
their lands. But O’odham land is being
encroached upon by Mexican farmers and oth-
ers in Sonora, and the stretch of the border that
runs through O’odham land is vulnerable to
smugglers. As a result, one needs a permit nowa-
days to travel along the southern portion of the
Tohono O’odham Nation near the border, and
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crossings are not as easy as they once were for
the O’odham themselves.

Yaqui Indians live on both sides of the bor-
der as well. Those living in southern Arizona
claim as their homeland the valley of the Rio
Yaqui, which is 300 miles south of the border.
Especially at Easter time, Yaqui ritual musicians
and dancers who live in Mexico travel north with
their necessary regalia and instruments, crossing
the border at Nogales and going on to Tucson to
help their kinfolk perform necessary religious
ceremonies in the United States. Their ritual
equipment has long puzzled some U.S. Customs
officials, and a booklet was issued around 1980
to convince government employees, for instance,
that a long string of dried cocoon-husks is a leg
rattle rather than a device for concealing heroin.

There is one more important observation to
be made about the Arizona-Sonora border, or at
least about its central part. It runs right down the
middle of what is still, after almost 150 years, a
cultural region in its own right.

When Eusebio Francisco Kino, S.]. arrived in



this region in 1686 as its first permanent Euro-
pean resident, he called the country he moved
into “la Pimeria Alta,” or “Upper Pima Country.”
This distinguished it from regions to the south
where Piman languages were also spoken, as well
as from the lands to the southeast and southwest,
occupied respectively by Seris and Opatas. To
the north of the Pimeria Alta were lands occu-
pied by other peoples, most particularly the
Apaches. Three hundred years later, the Pimeria
Alta is still a cultural region, even though it has
been divided between two nations that did not
exist in Kino’s day.

The region is unified by several elements.
There are still Piman speakers (O’odham in
their own language) on both sides of the border.
Also, much the same in both countries is Mexi-
can ranching culture, many of whose principal
families straddle the border. The traditional,
Jesuitintroduced, folk diet based on wheat,
cheese, and beef is consistent throughout the
region, as is the use of the unique ftortilla grande
de harina — the huge wheat flour tortilla that can
measure well over a foot across, and whose lard
content often renders it translucent. And finally,
the region is bound together through a strong
devotion to the composite San Francisco whose
statue stands in Magdalena de Kino, Sonora.

Although the image in Sonora represents St.
Francis Xavier, the day on which the annual fies-
ta is celebrated is October 4, the Feast of St.
Francis of Assisi in the Roman Catholic calendar.
This composite San Francisco is of tremendous
regional importance, and his fiesta draws thou-
sands of pilgrims from north of the border: Mex-
ican Americans, Tohono O’odham, and Yaquis,
with a few Anglos thrown in for good measure.
Among the religious goods offered for sale to pil-
grims at the Fiesta de San Francisco are colorful,
reverse-painted glass frames for holy pictures.

These frames are made by several extended
families of craftspeople. Each frame consists of a
sheet of glass which has been painted with geo-
metric or floral motifs on the back. Both opaque
and translucent paints are used, and a rectangu-
lar space is left undecorated, for the holy card.
The glass is then backed, first with a layer of
crumpled tinfoil, and then with either cardboard
or tin. The tinfoil gives a wonderful, shimmering
quality to the translucent paint on the glass.
While holy pictures are inserted into many of the
frames, others are left bare, so the purchaser can

insert a favorite saint’s picture or even the por-
trait of a family member.

Many of these frames are purchased by
Tohono O’odham and are taken back across the
border to the altars of the small chapels which
dot the Tohono O’odham Nation. Others are
bought by Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and
Yaquis, and used on home altars. Some, however,
are bought by Anglo-Americans, especially in the
past ten years, during which time the painted
frames have been exhibited in Tucson and
Nogales as traditional art. In Mexican and Indian
hands, the frames are colorful decorations for
beloved holy pictures or family portraits. In
Anglo hands, however, the frames themselves
become the icons — symbols of the region and
of its traditions.

In a like way, piriatas and cascarones (decorat-
ed eggshells which have been filled with confetti
and mounted on decorated paper cones, and
which are broken over party-goers’ heads to
increase the festive ambiente of the occasion) are
purchased by some Anglos for their original,
intended use, by others for use as wall decora-
tions. In this guise they become visible symbols
of the region and statements of their owners’
sensitivity to the region. By the same token, some
folk Catholic shrines in Tucson and elsewhere
have become tourist destinations for Anglos
wishing to understand regional traditions.

This then, is the Arizona-Sonora border.
Belonging truly to neither nation, it serves as a
kind of cultural buffer zone for both, cultivating
its own culture and traditions. Like other bor-
ders, it both attracts and repels. Like them, it is
both barrier and filter. It is above all a stimulat-
ing cultural environment. After 30 years as a resi-
dent, I can honestly say that I can think of no
other place I would rather be.
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The Epic Tradition of the
Founding of Nuevo Laredo

Manuel Ceballos-Ramirez
Translated by Olivia Cadaval

Perder la tierra, perder la lengua, perder las
costumbnes, es perder el cimiento de la vida,
dejar de ser.

Pedro Casaldaliga

En Nuevo Laredo existe una de las tradiciones
mds significativas que contribuye a forjar la identidad
de los habitantes de la frontera norte mexicana. Se
trata de una tradicion historica que asegura que, en
1848 al perder México la pequenia poblacion de Laredo
— a causa de la firma del Tratado de Guadalupe
Hidalgo entre México y los Estados Unidos — muchos
de los laredenses la abandonaron. Segun la tradicion,
la poblacion de Laredo fue abandonada por sus habi-
lantes porque no se resignaron a pertenecer a una
nueva nacion y decidieron emigrar a la margen
derecha del Rio Bravo y fundar otro asentamiento que
bautizaron con el nombre de Nuevo Laredo, en recuer-
do de la poblacion perdida. Ademas, la tradicion ase-
gura que, no contentos con trasladarse ellos mismos al
lado mexicano, también desenterraron a sus muertos,
cruzaron sus restos y los reinhumaron en Nuevo Lare-
do con el fin de que no yacieran en territorio extranjero.

To lose the earth, to lose the language, to
lose the customs, is to lose the foundation
of life, to stop existing.

Pedro Casaldaliga

In Nuevo Laredo there is an historical tradi-
tion that is central to public expressions of civic
identity at the border. It is the story of how, in
1848, when Mexico lost the small town of Laredo
to the United States because of the signing of the
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Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, many of its inhabi-
tants abandoned their homes and emigrated to
the other side of the Rio Bravo, where they
founded a settlement they called Nuevo Laredo
in memory of their lost home. The tradition
adds that they disinterred their dead, moved
their remains across the river, and reinterred
them in Nuevo Laredo so they would not lie in
foreign territory.

This nationalistic tradition has been repeat-
edly cited throughout the history of Nuevo Lare-
do. In September of 1848 the governor of
Tamaulipas lamented “the deep pains” that the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo had caused but
recognized the “worthy and faithful Mexicans”
who had moved to the Mexican side and found-
ed Nuevo Laredo. At the end of the century,
Juan E. Richer, author of the first known history
of Nuevo Laredo, wrote:

Celebrating the peace of 1848, many of
the residents of the lost Laredo, not wanti-
ng to lose their nationality, or to form
part of a nation whose race, ideas, cus-
toms, language, and religion were totally
different from their own, crossed the river
and established themselves between two
small ranches . . .

The tradition achieved a culminating
moment of glory during Nuevo Laredo’s Centen-
nial Celebration in 1948. It became part of the
official shield of the city, whose motto, “Always
with the Homeland,” refers to the events of foun-
dation. The tradition has also been evoked in
sculptures, murals, poems, songs, hymns, street
names, schools, as well as in political speeches.
The civic monument to “the Founders” built in
1958 has the following words inscribed on it:

A city as patriotic and Mexican in its very
essence as Nuevo Laredo knows that a city
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is not only a present and a future, but also
a past; in order to settle in this site they
brought the revered remains of their
ancestors, making them part of Mexican
history.

Some local historians have questioned the
accuracy of the narrative because of its lack of
historical documentation. But the historical
record does include similar exoduses motivated
by similar nationalistic concerns. And in this
light, the story of the founding of Nuevo Laredo
appears not only as a documentary problem but
also as a problem in the history of ideas — their
character and their diffusion, persistence and
reproduction. In this sense, the narrative of the
foundation of Nuevo Laredo can be considered
as an epic and still more as a charter myth. As an
epic, it is a deed of historic importance accom-
plished with great effort and difficulty. As a char-
ter myth, it is a story that informs the conduct of
a social group and symbolically expresses its atti-
tude in confronting the world.

These two ideas, epic poem and origin myth,
are immanent in the behavior valorized in tradi-
tion about the founding of Nuevo Laredo. On
occasions when their civic identity is in question,
this tradition roots Nuevo Laredoans and main-
tains them “always with the homeland.” As long
as this city occupies an important geopolitical
position on the international border with the
United States, the foundation myth of Nuevo
Laredo will be fundamental to the expression of
its civic identity.

The mural at the water plant
in Nuevo Laredo commemo-
rates the town’s epic begin-
nings. When Laredo became
part of the United States in
1848, the Mexican residents
of Laredo, rather than lose
their citizenship, crossed the
newly-established border and
founded Nuevo Laredo, carry-
ing with them the disinterred
remains of their ancestors.
Photo by Luis Barrera
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Border, Culture, and

Maquiladoras:
Testimonies of Women Workers

Maria Eugenia de la O
Translated by Olivia Cadaval

Actualmente la industria maquiladora de
exportacion representa la forma mas conspicua del cap-
ital extranjero en México. Estas fabricas tuvieron su
origen en 1965 como parte de un proyecto alternativo
de industrializacion para la frontera norte del pais,
asi como medida preventiva de empleo para cientos de
trabajadores mexicanos que retornarian de Estados
Unidos al término del Programa de Braceros.

La presencia de la industria maquiladora en la
region fronteriza ha generado formas especificas de
industrializacion y desarrollo regional, asi como feno-
menos sociales tales como la masiva presencia de
mugjeres, quienes tradicionalmente se han empleado en
estas fabricas, lo que ha estimulado la formacion de
patrones culturales especificos.

The border maquiladora industry, the most
conspicuous form of foreign investment in all of
Mexico, was established in 1965 to absorb the
labor freed up at the end of the Bracero Pro-
gram, under which many Mexican workers
served as migrant laborers on U.S. farms. Grant-
ed special dispensations in taxes, tariffs, and vari-
ous forms of regulation by Mexican and U.S. gov-
ernments, American-based companies like Gen-
eral Electric, RCA, and Kenworth have built
assembly plants along the border. The presence
of the maquiladoras has generated specific forms
of industrialization and regional development,
unique social phenomena such as the massive
concentration of women workers, and specific
cultural patterns that have been stimulated by
these conditions.

The border is a frontier between two differ-
ent economic and sociocultural worlds. It is also
a place of refuge that shelters migrants from
many areas of Mexico. Day by day a great cultur-
al mosaic is created by the presence of indige-
nous peoples, border crossing guides, and male
and female workers including punks and cholos
(a kind of neighborhood youth identity), to
mention a few of the border identities.
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This cultural mosaic tends to be masked by
the daily environment of maquiladora workers,
which has been shaped to create conformity
among workers through the more than 20 years
of these border industries. The structuring of
worker interactions throughout the border
industrial complex has produced a standardiza-
tion of experience throughout the spheres of
labor, family, and neighborhood. The environ-
ment created by work has become the most
important single factor in the expression of
social identity among border workers.

Of course, the expression of identity may
also be a point of resistance, a disruptive coun-
terstatement to the dominant discourse:

Here there are many girls that are real
cholas . . . but the majority of the women
say they are a disaster. They paint graffiti
on doors, walls, and the bathrooms, and
they fight too much. They know they
won’t be hired, so they get dressed well,
normal like anyone. But once inside, they
begin to dress chola.

Overall, the dominant maquiladora model
defines workers as a unique and socially specific
group. In this context, then, can we speak of a
unified worker’s identity or culture? Several com-
plicating factors prevent this: principal among
them are the cultures of distinct social groups at
the border, brought there by massive migratory
flows that serve the internationalization of pro-
ductive processes. Cultural practices at the bor-
der are thus in constant reformation, reformulat-
ing and creating border identities.

This complexity should not cause us to lose
sight of the fact that for maquiladora workers
there are only two formative environments that
bring together social and cultural life. The first is
the work environment in the maquiladoras. The
second is daily life in the workers’ neighbor-



hoods of the border, which is increasingly com-
ing under the control of the maquiladora man-
agers.

In structuring the work environment,
maquiladoras have always used motivational pro-
grams that combine control, supervision, and
the elimination of production problems. This
type of management achieves its ends by manip-
ulating workers’ subjective values with rewards
and prizes directly related to production. Among
the prizes commonly offered by the maquilado-
ras are holiday trips to the interior of the coun-
try, and hats, jackets, and T-shirts bearing leg-
ends such as those used by RCA: “RCA and I are
a team,” “I am part of RCA,” or “I collaborate
with RCA.” According to the workers, these
prizes are awarded

... to achieve higher quality. They give us
pastry, ice cream, and parties, there in
Taxca, or even take the whole production
line to eat in Tenampa. When we achieve
good production or rejection ratios, per-
haps 100% or even only 70, we go with
the supervisor, the boss of the work
group, and all the operators. . . . In Taxca,
they know how to value and recognize
quality and their workers. In Taxca, the
workers think they are the best even

Magquiladora workers attach electric
harness wires for refrigerators, whose
assembly will be completed in the
United States. Mexico’s regional
industrialization program based on
foreign-owned assembly line plants
has attracted many migrants from the
interior of Mexico to the border.
Photo by Olivia Cadaval

though there are no studies. There is only
one level above your supervisor, but every-
one knows all the positions and the level
of performance of everyone else, so it
works out well. . . . They tell us that this
place is our place but I don’t think so. For
example, there is this person that hires us.
He tells us that we are pure garbage and
that is why we are here. We have told this
to the bosses, but they do nothing. For
another example, I talked to one of the
bosses, and he said I had a bad attitude.
Well, what I had said was, “Just hear me
out. We are taken advantage of all the
time, but however much we complain, we
aren’t given the power to change any-
thing.”

In the world of the maquiladora there are
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poor working conditions, punishments, and the
glaring disadvantage of being a woman.

... I have to take two buses, really four —
two going and two coming. Sometimes
the public bus doesn’t meet the factory
bus and I have to pay. Then we have to
be there at six so I have to get up very
early. . . . The work is very hard, very dirty.
You work with metals, and all the time you
are shaking off shavings and picking out
splinters. . .. When I cut off that finger
they sewed back on, I grabbed it and
threw it into my jacket pocket. . . . And
then there was the supervisor who walked
in with a female maintenance worker that
repaired small things. And after a little
while, he got her pregnant. Although he
was married, he continued to pursue her.
She already had a girl. When she felt bad
or needed something, the supervisor
authorized her time card. And the office
realized he signed her card when she
wasn’t there, so they fired them both.

As the border industries developed, compa-
ny control spread to the daily life of the workers
outside the factory environment. Workers’ free
time is now managed by the maquiladora
through sports, dances, gymnastics, birthday cel-
ebrations, festivals, and beauty competitions.
According to management these types of activi-
ties make workers feel at home. This feeling of
being “in a family,” is explicitly mentioned in the
invitations to workers and their kin.

Workers in the maquiladora in Juarez have
their own nightclub, the Malibti, which has room
for about 3,000 people and operates when it
doesn’t conflict with work schedules. Its regulars
playfully call it the “Maquilu,” a border-beach
hybrid, and often party there till dawn. The Mal-
ibt nightclub and other similar installations
encourage values and needs desired by the
maquiladora management. Norma Iglesias
quotes workers as saying that before they began
to work in the maquiladora, they didn’t go out to
have a good time, but preferred to stay at home.
That changed with work at the maquiladora.

The factory environment does allow many
workers to escape, for a time, their poor living
conditions. They spend a large part of their free
time in the plant’s recreational facilities, where
they can meet their friends and even bring their
family to events organized by the company. In
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their imaginations contrasts are sharpened
between the modern, industrialized ambience of
the factory and the extreme poverty of workers’
neighborhoods.

Workers sometimes use company incentives
in their own survival strategies, rotating from
one maquila to the next in search of good prizes
or bonuses for signing on. They seek “good”
companies, easier schedules, and better trans-
portation benefits. They seek better working
conditions, and especially look for a fun social
environment where they can find all they need
for their recreation. Networks among the work-
ers help one pick out the best plant. Most work-
ers have a friend or relatives in one plant or
another.

Is there a workers’ culture on the border?
For more than 20 years workers have shared a set
of common experiences of work and life in
maquiladoras, but it is premature to speak of a
“workers’ culture,” if we understand by this a
vision of the world defined by class interests.
Similarities in the composition of the work force,
in the workers’ condition as migrants, and in age
are not by themselves sufficient to constitute a
culture. Part of workers’ culture also resides in
the family, the neighborhood, and the border-
land context in which distinct roles and identi-
ties like the punk, the student, the single moth-
er, and the chola converge. Maquiladora work-
ers’ culture is rather a sector shared by, or
accessed through, many larger cultural worlds.

As one maquila worker put it:

... well, it’s very difficult. It’s not that
there was no other work — it’s where one
ends up, the last place you go. If you don’t
get something in one place, and there’s
no way, this leaves going to a maquila. . . .
I always said, I am never going to work in a
maquila, but yet here I am.
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The Mixteco Presence
in Tiyuana

Francisco Javier Moreno B.
Translated by Olivia Cadaval

A mas de 3.000 kilometros de su lugar de origen,
los mixtecos encontraron en Tijuana, Baja California,
un territorio base para asentarse y distribuirse. A esta
ciudad llegan y se quedan, o bien de ésta salen hacia
San Quintin, al sur del estado, o bien hacia el norte, a
los campos y calles de California. En ese movimiento se
ha ido forjando en Tijuana una comunidad mixteca
de mas de 5.000 miembros que se llaman a si mismos
paisanos, mixtecos o oaxaquenios y que los demas los
nombran inditos, oaxacas, marias, surenos. Se asienta
la mayoria de los mixtecos en la colonia Obrera, al
suroeste de la ciudad, entre lomas y canadas que
mucho les recuerda a su natal Mixteca o “pueblo de
nubes”.

Since 1960, many Mixtecos have migrated
more than 3,000 kilometers (2,000 miles) from
their home villages in the state of Oaxaca to
Tijuana, settling there and using their communi-
ty as a way station for further migrations south to
San Quintin or north to California. In Tijuana a
Mixteco community of more than 5,000 mem-
bers call one another paisano (fellow country-
man), mixteco, or oaxaqueno (Oaxaca), while oth-
ers call them inditos (little Indian), oaxacas,
marias (term for Indian migrant street vendors),
or surenos (southerner). The majority of the Mix-
tecos have settled in the Obrero district in the
southeast of the city, among hills and narrow
canyons reminiscent of the landscape in their
native Mixteca or “country of clouds.”

In the cultural mix of Tijuana, to which
indigenous and mestizo peoples from all over
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Mexico continue to migrate, Mixtecos insist that
they are an accepted and recognized part of
urban society. At the same time most of them
continue to explore their remembered tradi-
tional culture. Mixtecos in Tijuana still value
this cultural heritage, although they perceive
that in their present lives it is of little use to
them. They still desire aspects of the life in Mix-
teca, and they return there when they can to cel-
ebrate feasts, to check on land holdings, or for
other family matters. Mixteca remains a focus of
collective memory.

The Mixtecos have achieved recognition
among ethnic groups in Tijuana for the way they
celebrate the Day of the Dead. To this traditional
feast in the popular religious calendar of Mexi-
co, Mixtecos have added mysticism and symbol-
ism beyond the common Catholic practices in
Tijuana. Each year members of the Mixteco com-
munity are asked to assist in the design and
preparation of Day of the Dead altars at educa-
tional and recreational centers. The city’s prima-
ry and secondary schools hold competitions in
Day of the Dead altars, in which Mixteco influ-
ence has become quite evident in expressive
styles not commonly seen in other cities of
northern Mexico.

In Tijuana Mixtecos speak their own lan-
guage among themselves but learn Spanish and
English for social and economic survival. Each
region of Mixteca from which migration comes
has its own dialect, but these sociolinguistic dif-
ferences are minimized in Tijuana.

Mixtecos draw social distinctions on the basis
of “having made it” economically, giving prestige
to the older and more successful members of the
community, to bilingual Mixteco teachers, and
to those with relatives on the other side of the
border who send support. Mestizos among the
Mixtecos often distinguish themselves in the eth-
nic slurs they use, the fights they provoke, and
the socioeconomic advantage they take. On their
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Curriculum in the Escuela Bilingiie El Pipila includes Mixteco language and culture. Photo by Ricardo Garcia

side, Mixtecos often want to become like mesti-
zos, speaking Spanish, dressing urbanely, and
gaining access to higher levels of consumption —
although some Mixtecos live better than mestizos
in the Obrero district of Tijuana.

Among Mixtecos, women have greater con-
tact with mestizos in the rest of the city, for
women sell diverse products in the market
places. Mixteco men work mostly in the United
States. A large number of young Mixtecos now
work in magquiladora assembly plants, as domes-
tics, as masons and construction workers, and as
gardeners. Some have become public employees.

Mixtecos see language as the key to cultural
identity. The permanent flow of migrants to and
from Oaxaca has supported the continued use of
Mixtecan in Tijuana. And in daily classes, Mixte-
co teachers transmit knowledge and pride in
their language, using it to explain and celebrate
the value of their traditions, especially foods, fies-
tas, songs, and stories.

The rural, ethnic, and community based cul-
ture of Mixtecos in Tijuana is undergoing a
transformation whose outcome cannot be com-
pletely predicted. Many families continue to pre-
serve their culture, while others let traditional
practices fall by the wayside, for there is no com-
munal obligation to keep the faith as there is in
the Mixteca. Most insist on the community basis
of Mixtecan culture, but now also recognize the
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existence of individualism. The necessities and
opportunities they encounter in the city oblige
them to adopt this other kind of identity. Distinc-
tion and stratification are becoming more visible,
measured in income and expressed in social
ostentation.

With all of this, members of the Mixteco
community in Tijuana aspire to find a better way
of life. They honor their cultural heritage, but
finding it not respected and, furthermore, a
cause of discrimination, they continue to lose
what they value as they confront the need to
search for ways of being counted in the larger
society. At the same time that they demand
respect for their rights as citizens, as workers,
and as human beings, they are adopting many
aspects of Mexican border culture.

Mixtecos perceive their future in Tijuana is
one of hope and possibility. Confronted with
returning to the extreme poverty of the Mixteca,
the majority seems ready to remain in Tijuana.
The cost is a change of identity, never being the
same again. The benefit is survival.

Further Reading

Moreno Barrera, Francisco J. 1992. La tradiciéon
oral de los mixtecos en Tijuana. In Entre la
magia y la historia: Tradiciones, mitos y leyendas
de la frontera, ed. M. Valenzuela. México: El
Colegio de la Frontera Norte.



Mixteco Women on the
Migration Route

Laura Velasco Ortiz
Translated by Héctor Antonio Corporan

Siguiendo el viaje de algunas mujeres mixtecas
que salieron de su pueblo y se instalaron, hasta ahora
en Tijuana, aparece el dinamismo de la migracion.
Cambios como la adolescencia, el noviazgo, el
casamiento o la union, la llegada de los hijos y a veces
la muerte, son sucesos teniidos por los vaivenes de la
migracion.

... Una vez que se sale del pueblo la vida cam-
bia. O se encuentra novio, o se casa, o se liene
un hijo. Ya no es la misma que salio . . .

Dornia Guadalupe Santillan

Back home it rains hard. That’s why
rivers overflow and bridges fall down.
When our house was flattened, everything
got soaked, totally destroyed, even the
birth certificates.

I was born in San Miguel Aguacate, a
district of Silacayoapan, in the Mixteca
region of Oaxaca. As a child I helped my
parents pull the weeds in the field. Other-
wise, I looked after the cows. I didn’t last
long in school, because the teacher hit
me a lot, and I would spend a lot of time
hiding under chairs.

I married at age 13. When I turned
17, I left San Miguel, traveling with my
husband to Veracruz and Tres Valles
Potreros to cut sugar cane for Boss
Manuel. I used to cut 120 or 125 bundles
per week, and my husband, 80 or 85.
They paid us 50 pesos for our combined
work. Of course, the money was given to
him. He was the man.

When my parents died, I left that
man. He beat me a lot. I put up with him
because of my parents. But, “It’s over,” I
told myself — and grabbed my children
and moved to Mexico City, and from
there to Juarez. Along the way I would sell
peanuts, seeds, candies, and apples. One

day my oldest son said to me, “Look moth-
er, let’s go to Tijuana. They say there is
plenty of help for poor people there.”
And here you have me in Tijuana
telling you all this. Go back? No, I won’t
go back. Everything there is very sad. I tell
my children, “If you want to return, go
ahead — to each his own.” My life is here.
Dofa Guadalupe Santillan!

The Mixteca region of Oaxaca still maintains
the humble beauty of many of Mexico’s indige-
nous regions — and also their poverty, erosion,
uncultivated parcels of land, and old trucks that
come and go loaded with migrants. Listening to
the stories of Mixteco women who have migrated
from their community, one sees in their faces
the imprint of these landscapes. Dona Santillan’s
departure from home, though less common than
that of men, is a familiar individual and cultural
experience. Mixteco women do domestic work in
middle and upper class homes in cities like Mexi-
co City, Oaxaca, Puebla, and more recently,
Guadalajara, Nogales, Ciudad Juarez, and Tijua-
na. They also work as street vendors.

For a long time Mixtecos have been part of
the labor migrations to agricultural fields in Ver-
acruz, Morelos, and what could be called the
northwestern agricultural strip of Mexico —
Sinaloa, Sonora, and Baja California — and even
further to the fields of California, Oregon, Wash-

IThese testimonies by Mixteco women who settled in the
border city of Tijuana are not intended to be a unified por-
trait of the female migration from the Mixteca region of Oax-
aca. In addition to expressing individual and often unique
experiences, they reflect different sub-regions of Oaxaca.
The majority of the families established in the Obrera neigh-
borhood of Tijuana are from the Silacayoapan district, espe-
cially from the towns of San Jer6nimo del Progreso, Santa
Maria Natividad, and Nieves Ixpantepec, and in notably less-
er proportion from the district of Huajuapan de Le6én and
Juxtlahuaca.

U.S. - MEXICO BORDERLANDS 49



ington, Arizona, and occasionally, Idaho. Mixteco
women use this route in lesser proportion than
the men, and their experience of it differs
markedly, for unlike most men, they usually trav-
el in the company of a family member.

In migration, one’s environment is continu-
ally changing — a picture that emerges in experi-
ences narrated by some of the Mixteco women
who left their towns to settle for the present in
Tijuana. One’s experiences of adolescence,
engagement, marriage, birth, and death, are
shaped by the to-and-fro activities of migration.
To create their culture, Mixteco men and women
migrants have combined urban and rural knowl-
edge; they have spanned short and long cultural
distances. In this versatile, regional, migrant cul-
ture, migration is a ‘permanent event’ that
becomes part of life, not a brief experience that
can be told as an adventure. For these migrants,
adventure is all of life. In the shortest time, unex-
pected change can happen.

I married at the age of 14. My hus-
band was 35. I did not love the unfortu-
nate man — I was already too grown up,
and he was from another town. But
before, when a man asked for the hand of
a girl and the mother said yes, there was
no question. You had no choice but to
marry.

I went with him to live in his town, but
not for long because he was killed in the
hills. He used to sell dried pepper that he
would bring from Pinotepa Nacional. On
his way back, he was attacked on the road
by robbers. So, after 11 months I was back
at home.

I stayed there for a while, and when I
turned 16 an aunt took me to Mexico City
to work. I took care of a woman who lived
alone — I swept, washed, and ironed for
her. When my oldest brother became wid-
owed he came to get me, but my employer
offered to raise my wages, and she gave
him a tip. That’s how I ended up staying
longer with her. But then my mother

Laura Velasco Ortiz received her Master’s in Social Psycholo-
gy at the Universidad Autonoma de México. For the last six
years she has been studying Mixteco migration to the north-
west border of Mexico. She is a researcher at the Department
of Cultural Studies of El Colegio de la Frontera Norte and
author of the articles, “Notas para estudiar los cambios en el
comportamiento migratorio de los mixtecos” and “Migracion
[femenina y reproduccion familiar: los mixtecos en Tijuana.”
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became ill, and then there was no choice.
I had to return home to care for my
brother’s children and my mother.

Dona Elisa Hernandez

Although the reasons a woman first migrates
are different in each case, fairly constant factors
are her youthfulness and a contact with another
migrant that shapes her future. The majority of
Mixteco women became migrants in their adoles-
cence, just like the majority of all migrants in our
country.

As far back as I can remember, my
parents used to send us to haul water on a
donkey from a distant river. In those days
school was not mandatory like nowadays.
Not at all!l One was dedicated to keeping
house — getting up early to make tortillas
or going to the fields to help plant corn.
That was the life there — corn, cows, and
goats. When things went well we harvested
a lot of corn. Otherwise we sold the ani-
mals.

My mother worked very hard. When
there was a shortage of corn — as we have
had in recent months without a good crop
— my father would go to yoke the animal,
while she bought or borrowed corn, carry-
ing it on her back for three or four kilo-
meters (two to two-and-a-half miles).

That’s how it was until we, the chil-
dren, grew up and began to make it on
our own. My parents had never gone out-
side the town. My brother was the first,
and then I followed. He went to Mexico
City to work as a bricklayer, and my aunt
got me a job with a lady in her house. I
was able to visit home regularly.

I finally decided to leave home
because it was very difficult for me. My
mother would have me prepare six or
seven kilos (13-15 pounds) of tortillas —
there were about eight of us in the family
— for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It was
too much. That’s why one day I said, “No,
I won’t stay here any longer,” and left.

Dona Paz Vera

In some cases, like that of Dona Paz Vera,
migration is the alternative of choice, while in
others it is a result of marriage.

At the age of 15 I met a man of 27. He was
a migrant who traveled to and from the



Mixteco women vendors
arrange their display on their
cart in the Plaza de Santa Cecilia
in Tijuana. Photo by Laura
Velasco Ortiz

fields of Sinaloa . . . We dated for a year
before I married him . . . when I was 17
years old, he went to the United States.
He later returned and said to me, “This
time we go together” . .. And we went to
work in San Quintin, Baja California.

Dona Natalia Flores

But migration is also sometimes inherited,
the destiny of progeny. For families with a

After years of struggling for a
place to ply their trade, Mixteco
vendors cleaned and rebuilt the
fountain in the Plaza de Santa
Cecilia. Today it is one of the
major craft markets for border
tourists in Tijuana. Photo by
Laura Velasco Ortiz

I migrated when I was 14 years old, about
five years ago, now. I left with my father
and a younger brother. My mother could
not come because she was nursing, and
there was no one else to take care of the

house. It took us a month to reach Tijua-
na because we left without money. My
father would play the saxophone while my
brother and I passed the hat. I am now
married to a man I met here. He is from

migrant tradition, mobility is a fundamental strat-
egy for survival. Children experience their par-
ents’ migration as personal and family destiny,
integrating it into their lives as an inevitable part
of the future. It could be said paradoxically that change is

my town back in Oaxaca and works on the
other side, the United States.
Dona Juana Flores
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a constant in these women’s experience —
change in residence, life cycle, and historical
moment. These combine to shape the life of a
woman who first leaves home under circum-
stances that bring together personal reasons,
family ties, and misfortune.

Once you leave your hometown, life
changes. You either find a boyfriend, get
married, or have a child. You are not the
same one that left.

Dona Guadalupe Santillan

In the course of migration unforeseen events
take place. Guadalupe migrated for the first time
to Mexico City, and later returned to her town,
where she lived for some time. There she gave
birth to a child and after a period again migrated
to agricultural fields in the northwest:

After my return home from Mexico City I
took care of my widowed brother’s chil-
dren. I spent seven years raising them
until I married my second husband. I
stayed three years with him and had three
children. My husband migrated regularly
to Culiacan until one day he found anoth-
er woman and did not return. I was left
alone with my children and my mother,
without anyone to wait for. And so I also
went to work in Culiacan. My children
stayed home with my mother. In the fields
I met another man. I started to live with
him, and together we went to work in
Obregon.

Dona Elisa Hernandez

Migratory routes of Mixteco women are
shaped by events of the life cycle. For example,
marriage in the life of the young woman who
migrated at 14 to do domestic work in Mexico
City might cause her to choose a different migra-
tion alternative, perhaps to northern Mexico with
her new husband, or with her children alone
after a separation. The arrival of children coin-
cides with a return to the place of origin. The
growth of the children again changes women’s
migrations. When the children reach adoles-
cence they usually get married, and then the
women seem to stabilize themselves. They settle
for longer periods, and like their parents, care
for their grandchildren while sons and daughters
migrate to California or Baja California.
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Constant migration makes ‘place of destina-
tion’ a relative concept — referring to a month
in Mexico City, another in Culiacan, others on
the coast of Hermosillo, afterwards a few years in
Tijuana, or many more in the United States. But
the ‘final destination’ seems to be a Mixteco’s
own place of origin. This seems the principal
ethnic feature of this migratory movement: the
constant link with the community of origin.

In this venture women play a notable role.
By preserving the home, whether in their Mixte-
ca towns or in intermediate destinations — Mexi-
co City, Ensenada, Tijuana — they make it possi-
ble for other members of the family, men and
women, to achieve the mobility necessary for
travel on old routes or new ones. Their keeping
of the home fires includes not only awaiting and
welcoming, but also supporting family members
who remain at home.

Tijuana is one such migrant home base
maintained by women at an intermediate desti-
nation. Its location on the Mexico-United States
border allows cross-border mobility for some
family members, especially the men, to travel
between the agricultural fields in northern Mexi-
co and southwestern United States. Mixteco
women in Tijuana, in domestic roles and as wage
earners, support the growth of the largest ethnic
group that settled in Baja California.
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The Texas—Mexican
Conjunto

Manuel Pena

One of the most enduring musical traditions
among Mexicans and Mexican Americans is the
accordion-based ensemble known as conjunto
(and as muisica norteria outside of Texas). Popular
for over 100 years — especially since its commer-
cialization in the 1920s — this folk ensemble
remains to this day the everyday music of work-
ing-class Texas Mexicans and Mexican norterios
(northerners). During the course of its long his-
tory, the conjunto evolved into a tightly orga-
nized style that speaks musically for the aesthetic
and ideological sentiments of its adherents. In
the process, this music of humble beginnings
along the Texas-Mexico border has spread far
beyond its original base, gaining a vast audience
in both Mexico and the United States.

The diatonic, button accordion that anchors
the conjunto made its first appearance in north-
ern Mexico and south Texas sometime in the
1860s or 70s. The first accordions were simple
one- or two-row models — quite suitable for the
musical capabilities of the first norteno and
Texas Mexican musicians who experimented
with the instrument. A strong regional style
developed by the turn of the century, as the
accordion became increasingly associated with a
unique Mexican guitar known as a bajo sexto.
Another local folk instrument, the tambora de
rancho (ranch drum), also enjoyed prominence
as a back-up to the accordion. In combination
with one or both of these instruments, the accor-
dion had become by the 1890s the instrument of
preference for working-class celebrations on
both sides of the Texas—-Mexico border.

In Texas, these celebrations were organized
frequently — too frequently for some Anglos,

Manuel Peria is an anthropologist who specializes in Mexi-
can American folklore and music. He is a visiting scholar at
the University of Houston and has an upcoming book, The
Mexican American Orquesta: Music, Culture and the
Dialectics of Conflict.

who voiced their disapproval of fandangos, or
“low-class” dances, in the newspapers. For exam-
ple, the Corpus Christi Caller and the San Antonio
Express on more than one occasion expressed
Anglos’ negative attitudes toward tejano music
and dance. In one report, the Express equated
music and dancing with idleness and concluded
that “these fandangos have become so frequent
they are a great curse to the country” (August 20,
1881). This typical attitude developed early on
and persisted well into the 20th century.

Despite Anglo disapproval, the conjunto and
its dances thrived among tejano workers, eventu-
ally eclipsing all other forms of music for danc-
ing. Yet, popular as it was, the conjunto
remained an ad hoc ensemble until the 1930s.
No permanent combination of instruments had
been established prior to that time, perhaps
because creative and material forces had not yet
crystalized to spur radical stylistic development.
To be sure, some changes had been wrought by
the 1920s, as the button accordion and the bajo
sexto by now formed the core of the emerging
style, while such common European dances as
the redowa had been regionalized and renamed.
The redowa itself had been transformed into the
vals bajito, in contrast to the waltz, which was
known as a vals alto. Indeed, most of the reperto-
ry for the dance, or fandango, was of European
origin and included the polka, mazurka, and
schottishe, in addition to the waltz and redowa.
One regional genre from Tamaulipas, Mexico,
the huapango, rounded out the usual repertory
of conjuntos until World War H.

Beginning in the 1930s, an innovative surge
rippled through the emerging conjunto tradi-
tion, as performers like Narciso Martinez
(known as “the father” of the modern conjunto),
Santiago Jiménez, Lolo Cavazos, and others
began to strike out in new stylistic directions.
This new surge of innovation must be attributed,
at least in part, to the active commercial involve-
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Pedro Ayala was one of the early accordion
leaders and innovators in the conjunto tradi-
tion. Photo courtesy National Council for the
Traditional Arts

ment of the major recording labels in the music
of the Hispanic Southwest. From the 1920s, com-
panies such as RCA Victor (Bluebird), Decca,
Brunswick, and Columbia (Okeh) began exploit-
ing the musical traditions in the Hispanic South-
west, hoping to repeat the success they had expe-
rienced with African American music since the
early ‘20s. Under the commercial impetus of the
big labels, which encouraged record and phono-
graph sales, radio programming and, especially,
public dancing (much of it in cantinas, to the
dismay of Anglos and “respectable” Texas Mexi-
cans), musicians like Narciso Martinez began to
experiment. By the end of the 1930s, the conjun-
to had begun to evolve into the stylistic form the
ensemble reached during its mature phase in the
post-World War II years.

Without a doubt, the most important change
came in the 1930s, when Narciso Martinez began
his recording career. Searching for a way to
stamp his personal style on the accordion,
Martinez abandoned the old, Germanic tech-
nique by virtually avoiding the bass-chord but-
tons on his two-row accordion, concentrating
instead on the right hand, treble melody but-
tons. His sound was instantly distinctive and rec-
ognizable. Its brighter, snappier, and cleaner
tone contrasted with the older sound, in which
bajo sexto and the accordionist’s left hand both
played bass-and-accompaniment, creating a
“thicker,” drone-like effect. Martinez left bassing
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and chordal accompaniment to the bajo sexto of
his most capable partner, Santiago Almeida.

Narciso Martinez’s new style became the
hallmark of the surging conjunto, just as Almei-
da’s brisk execution on the bajo sexto created
the standard for future bajistas. Together, the
two had given birth to the modern conjunto, a
musical style that would challenge even the for-
midable mariachi in cultural breadth and depth
of public acceptance. Indeed, by the 1970s it
could be said that the conjunto, known in the
larger market as maisica norteria, was the most
powerful musical symbol of working-class cul-
ture. Martinez, however, remained an absolutely
modest folk musician until his death. He never
laid claim to anything but a desire to please his
public. Yet, as Pedro Ayala, another of the early
accordion leaders, acknowledged, “after Narciso,
what could the rest of us do except follow his
lead?”

In the years following World War II younger
musicians rose to prominence — la nueva gen-
eracion (the new generation), as Martinez himself
called the new crop of accordionists. Led by
Valerio Longoria, who contributed a number of
innovations to the rapidly evolving style, the new
generation quickly brought the conjunto to full
maturity after the war. Longoria started his trail-
blazing career in 1947; however, his greatest con-
tributions date from 1949, when he introduced
the modern trap drums into the conjunto. Com-



bined with the contrabass, introduced in 1936 by
Santiago Jiménez, the drums rounded out the
modern ensemble, which after 1950 consisted of
accordion, bajo sexto (sometimes guitar), drums,
and contrabass (electric bass after about 1955).
Longoria also is credited with another major con-
tribution: he introduced vocals into the ensem-
ble, which prior to World War II had restricted
itself almost exclusively to instrumental music.
After Longoria’s move, most of the older genres
— redowa, schottishe, etc. — were abandoned as
the polka and the vocal, in the form of the can-
cion ranchera (either in vals or polka time),
became the staples of the modern conjunto.
Several highly innovative performers fol-
lowed Valerio Longoria. Among the most notable
is Tony de la Rosa, who established the most
ideal conjunto sound in the mid-1950s — a
slowed-down polka style, delivered in a highly
staccato technique that was the logical culmina-
tion of Narciso Martinez’s emphasis on the treble
end of the accordion. Los Relampagos del Norte,
a group from across the border (Reynosa), made
significant contributions in the 1960s, synthesiz-
ing the more modern conjunto from Texas with
the older norteno tradition to create a style that
reached new heights in popularity, both in Mexi-
co and the U.S. When the leaders of Los Relam-
pagos, Cornelio Reyna and Ramén Ayala, went
their separate ways, the latter formed another
conjunto, Los Bravos del Norte, and that group
went on to make significant contributions in the
1970s that kept the nortefno tradition at its peak.
But perhaps the label of “greatest” belongs to
a conjunto that had its origins in Kingsville,
Texas, in 1954 — El Conjunto Bernal. Led by
accordionist Paulino Bernal and his brother, bajo
sexto player Eloy, El Conjunto Bernal began early
on to lift the conjunto style to new heights, as the
Bernals’ absolute mastery of their instruments
allowed the group to probe the very limits of the
conjunto style. Bolstered by some of the finest
singers and drummers within the tradition, El
Conjunto Bernal came to be acknowledged as
“the greatest of all time.” The successes of El
Conjunto Bernal’s musical experiments, especial-
ly in the 1960s, have never been duplicated.
Since the 1960s, the conjunto has remained
rather static, despite the advent in the 1980s of
so-called “progressive” conjuntos, which incorpo-
rate newer, synthesized sounds into the basic
style. Neither these newer conjuntos nor those
who pursue the older style have succeeded in
transcending the limits set by El Conjunto
Bernal, but this relative lack of innovation has

not slowed the spread of the music. Thus,
despite its relative conservatism, the tradition has
expanded far beyond its original confines along
the Texas—Mexico border. In the last 30 years
the music has taken root in such far{flung places
as Washington, California, and the Midwest, as
well as in the entire tier of northern Mexican
border states, and even in such distant places as
Michoacan and Sinaloa.

As it spreads its base in the United States,
norteno conjunto music, especially as synthe-
sized by Los Bravos del Norte and its successors
(e.g., Los Tigres del Norte), continues to articu-
late a Mexican working-class ethos. In its stylistic
simplicity, its continuing adherence to the can-
cion ranchera and working-class themes, and
most importantly, in its actualization in weekend
dances, the conjunto remains the bedrock music
for millions of people whose everyday culture is
Mexican at its core. More than that, however, the
conjunto represents a clear musical and ideologi-
cal alternative to the Americanized forms that
more acculturated, upwardly-mobile Mexican
Americans have come to embrace. Accordionist
Paulino Bernal best summarized the musico-ide-
ological significance of the conjunto when he
recalled the sharp status differences that existed
among Mexican Americans of an earlier era:

... at that time there was a division —
that he who liked the orchestra hated the
conjunto. That’s the way it was: “Who’s
going to play, a conjunto? Oh no!” Those
who went with Balde Gonzalez [a middle-
class orchestra] were not going to go over
here with a conjunto. (personal interview
with the author)

Thus, although nowadays it is patronized by
many ethnically sensitive, middle-class Mexican
Americans, conjunto continues to represent an
alternative musical ideology, and in this way it
helps to preserve a Mexican, working-class cul-
ture wherever it takes root on American soil.
Endowed with this kind of symbolic power, con-
junto has more than held its own against other
types of music that appear from time to time to
challenge its dominance among a vast audience
of working-class people.

Further Reading

Pena, Manuel. 1985. The Texas-Mexican Conjunto:
History of a Working-Class Music. Austin:
University of Texas Press.
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[La Onda Bajita:

Lowriding in the Borderlands

Michael C. Stone

The term “lowriders” refers to automobiles
that have been lowered to within a few inches of
the road in the expressive style of la onda bajita,
“the low wave,” or “the low trend.” It also refers
to the people who craft them and to those who
own, drive or ride in them. On both sides of the
U.S.-Mexico border and throughout the greater
Southwest, lowriders and their elaborately craft-
ed carritos, carruchas, or ranflas — other names
for their vehicles — contribute their particular
style to the rich discourse of regional Mexican-
American identities. Paradoxically expressed in
automotive design, lowriders’ sense of regional
cultural continuity contributes a distinctive social
sensibility to the emergent multicultural mosaic
of late 20th-century North America (Gradante
1982, 1985; Plascencia 1983; Stone 1990).

A synthesis of creative imagination and tech-
nical mastery pushed to their limits, cars with
state-of-the-art hydraulic technology perform
stunt hopping, but raise their “ride” for driving
clearance. Skid plates shower sparks into the
night when dipped to drag over the pavement,
while neon art illuminates windows, trunk, and
underchassis. Cultural and religious icons deco-
rate body and interior in bold murals and etched
glass, as lowrider caravans move slowly across a
complex southwestern social landscape.

Lowriding first drew widespread attention in
the late 1970s, sensationalized in “cruising” films
like Boulevard Nights, burlesqued in Cheech and
Chong’s classic, Up in Smoke, and framed as cul-
tural curiosity in print (King 1981; Trillen and
Koren 1980). In a more serious vein, Low Rider
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magazine, together with the music of bands like
War, and the Luis Valdez film, Zoot Suit, evoked
images of social and material realities of barrio
life in shaping and broadcasting the bajito identi-
ty and style. As a public forum on Mexican-Amer-
ican identity, Low Rider magazine recast pejora-
tive stereotypes — the culturally ambiguous
pocho-pachuco (Paredes 1978; Valdez 1978; Vil-
lareal 1959), the dapper zoot-suiter (Mazon
1984), the street-wise cholo homeboy, the pinto or
prison veterano, and the wild vato loco (Johansen
1978) — as affirmative cultural archetypes
emerging from the long shadow of Anglo domi-
nation.

The style apparently arose in northern Cali-
fornia in the late 1930s, but evolved in Los Ange-
les, where its innovators responded to Holly-
wood’s aesthetic and commercial demands. Yet
lowriders also assume a critical stance. They dis-
tinguish “low-and-slow” style by asking, “Whose
cars are high?” (Trillen and Koren 1980). They
censure hot rodders, “who raise their cars, mak-
ing all kinds of noise and pollution, racing down
the streets killing themselves, if not others.” By
contrast, lowriding expresses pride in hand
craftsmanship learned through community
apprenticeship and mechanical work in the mili-
tary, auto detail shops, and garages, and pride in
economy — the practical need to maintain one’s
own vehicle inexpensively.

From southern California, migrants trans-
ported the style throughout the Southwest. César
Chavez recalls that by the 1940s, farmworkers
found cars essential to moving quickly from job
to job. Cars also embodied social status: “We
were traveling around. . . . You always wanted to
go into the dance [looking] right . .. [to] come
in with good cars — we were migrants and the
cars meant quite a bit” (Gutiérrez 1980:43).

Migrants brought lowriding east into Texas.
Innovator Richard Salazar says lowriders from
Los Angeles founded an early El Paso club, the



Gustavo “Sleepy” Grado, a Juarez muralist, etched his car window with traditional lowrider motifs — a figure of Christ
and a chain. The steering wheel is welded chain. Photo by Lyle Rosbotham

Imperials. Don Américo Paredes recalls that
postwar Crystal City, Texas, aficionados would
convene at the Dairy Queen to see which car was
low enough to knock over a cigarette pack. But
lowriding was part of a broader “car culture”
(Flink 1975) of antique and custom shows, hot
rods, stock cars, drag racing, and demolition der-
bies. The Nevarez and Salazar brothers, early
bajito creators, first exhibited in national custom
shows that added El Paso to the circuit in the
early 1970s.

Lowriding selects from the symbols of the
dominant Anglo culture, and asserts counter
meanings that express values in Mexican Ameri-
can experience. A San Antonio native recalls,

Culturally we lived in two worlds. Across
the street from our house on Guadalupe
Street, the jukebox from Julio’s Cantina
blared out Mexican corridos and conjunto
music. We learned the words to Jorge
Negrete’s songs long before we ever
heard of Frank Sinatra. The Malt House
... was West San Antonio’s most famous

hamburger and chicken fried steak drive-
in. It had a bilingual jukebox [where] we
first heard Little Richard and Elvis Pres-
ley. No one forced us to choose; we easily
accepted both musical traditions (Romo
1986:57).

One veteran explains his nostalgia for
“oldies” music, period clothing, and cruising
drive-in movies and burger joints as reminders of
“the best decade of life . . . [my] teen-aged years”
(Gradante 1985:73). Another says, “Lowriding is
the Chicano American Graffiti,” referring to the
popular Anglo “cruising” film. Lowriding rede-
fines these prevailing cultural forms with the
fluid, multiple, and often conflicting meanings
of its bicultural world, celebrating a Mexicano
heritage that is also irrevocably American.
Lowriding also contests the conformity of mass
youth culture, and softens the hard edge of
industrial culture. As El Paso lowrider alumnus
George Salazar (now a Justice Department attor-
ney, drug rehabilitation activist, and Rio Grande
Food Bank chairman) observes,
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The Latin can express his flair for the
romantic almost anywhere, even taking a
product off a General Motors assembly
line and giving it an identity. Maybe . . . as
more Mexican Americans . . . enter the
governing institutions of our country, the
same warmth will infect the system. Why
not? If we can make something as Ameri-
can as a car reflect our culture, we can
probably do it with anything (Weisman
1986:101).

Lowriding is a declaration of cultural pride,
a historically resonant expression of contempo-
rary Mexican American identity. Rooted in work-
ing class experience, lowriders’ hand-crafted
improvisations upon industrial style are a self-
affirming response to the homogenizing forces
of mass production and Anglo cultural ideals.
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Mortars and Metates

Alice Fay Lozano

as told to Ian Hancock

Alice Fay Lozano is one of the Mexican Afro-Semi-
noles. The Seminoles originally came west from Florida,
Jirst to Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma in
the 1830s, and then to Nacimiento in northern Mexico
some 12 years later. In both instances, they were dis-
tancing themselves from slave raids into their settle-
ments. In 1870, some of the Nacimiento people came
north again into Texas to serve as Scouts for the U.S.
Army, settling in Brackettville after they were dis-
charged in 1914. The word seminole is a Creek Indi-
an reinterpretation of the Spanish cimarron, mean-
ing, among other things, “fugitive.” When the British
were using Africans and Native Americans as slaves
in the Crown Colonies during the 17th and early 18th
centuries, a number of those people threw off their yoke
of bondage and escaped south into Spanish Florida.
Indian Cimarrones, or Seminoles, were not subject to
the same harassment as the African Seminoles, and not
all of them left Florida, though almost all of the
African Seminoles did. In Oklahoma, nearly all of the
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