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      Then and Now

      Carlos G. Vélez-Ibáñez

      A bit more than forty years ago, whenever I visited Tucson, I always made it a point to try to see three University of Arizona faculty members: Arnulfo D. Trejo, Librarian Extraordinaire; Cecil Robinson, one of the most highly regarded scholars of all things Mexican in American literature; and Neal D. Houghton, a pioneering political scientist and a true historian and theoretician before the sciency part of the craft became dominant. As a beginning assistant professor at UCLA, I really wasn’t too aware of how this craft of academic scholarship to which I had been so recently initiated really functioned, so I always looked them up, perhaps to ferret out hidden secrets without asking directly. I was rather ashamed of the fact that I didn’t really feel like I fit in at this, my first real job in those hallowed halls of anthropological certitude and knowledge, at one of the most competitive places I had ever encountered.

      It was a triply difficult situation: To begin with, I was the first in my family to have graduated from a university, along with only a few cousins from my larger extended transborder network stretching from San Agustín de Toixon (the Spanish Imperial spelling of Tucson) to Ures, Sonora. Second, I had not the vaguest idea of the academic “culture”—a culture largely inherited from the East Coast that had been parachuted into the northern Sonoran desert, so recently under Mexican and Spanish political control, and copied almost brick by brick, including red brick buildings with Roman columns holding up porticoes emboldened with Latin characters. Third, my families of origin and orientation had not yet begun to intermarry with non-Mexicans, and like many on the northern side of the border of what we now call the United States, we were mostly working-class, living in aspiring lower-middle-class neighborhoods, experiencing being Mexican in the recently established American political and cultural laboratory. On the southern side of this border only two grandmothers old, class emphasis was reflected by a mixed bag of relatives including doctors, agriculturalists, ranchers, garage owners, gold miners, politicians, a general of the Mexican army, staff members of the Mexican Senate, and some millionaires and jacks-of-all-trades. Most were infected with pretentions of being from “buenas familias”—that is, having respectable reputations unsullied by admixture with families that were not “buenas.” They had, as well, some pretentions to “whiteness” and disparaged those who were too mestizo for their own good.

      In Tucson, this was a very different set of cultural tracks from those I had traveled at UCLA. On one of my visits, when I met with Arnulfo D. Trejo and connected with the others as well, Arnulfo stated that he had been thinking about where we as a population were situated in that American laboratory, and he wanted me, as an anthropologist, to contribute an essay to a collection he was editing—the book that would become The Chicanos: As We See Ourselves. He had already been tested almost to death in the American lab during World War II, having been wounded and awarded the Bronze Star for bravery in the Pacific theater, and then having become a U.S. citizen after this. He wanted to get a sense of the “Chicano” to see if there were emergent insights we could gain that might give us a sense of the future in comparison to the “Mexican American” generation responsible for so many positive political and social changes after World War II. He was, in fact, both of that Mexican American generation and also not shy about his self-identification as a “Chicano.”

      So I took a peek through the neophyte lens of a beginning anthropologist and basically rendered a type of culturalist explanation with little concern for economy and politics, focusing mainly on the vagaries of cultural differences and similarities and the emergent quality of all cultural processes. In part, my focus in my essay, “Ourselves Through the Eyes of an Anthropologist,” was defined by the discussions Arnulfo and I had when we met: I essentially restricted my discussion to identity and its emergence. I ensconced the narrative within the confines of cultural processes and human emergence and focused on values that connected us all as human beings.

      I had left aside a more materialist rendition, and I knew this well, but I reserved this analysis for other discussions in other works. I did not include the persistent struggle with what Mary Pratt (1992) has termed the “seeing man” syndrome, which is basically a process in which hegemonic impression is performed by seemingly rational premises often couched in the language of salvation, economic opportunity, political participation, or learning English for your own good. All of this was imposed, of course, without asking. As well, I avoided speaking about the persistent discontent of regional populations, such as Indigenous populations from the Spanish colonial period to the present and Mexicans from the time of the Mexican-American War of conquest to the present. Both populations to different degrees struggled with the effects of miseducation, forced assimilation, educational tracking, unequal pay, limited opportunities, and gender discrimination of the worst sort. Nor was I attentive to the internal cultural dissonances of machismo and subordination of women within Mexican culture, or to the pretension to “whiteness” too often articulated by grandmothers asking what a newborn child “looks like.” It would seem that I had painted a mural of a “people without history,” as Wolf (1983) has so eloquently stated about similar efforts in most of the social sciences that silo populations within reductionist explanations or narratives.

      Yet the population has never been static. Every Chicano generation through the present has had to deal with these inequities and cultural issues, and the Chicano Movement was not just a cultural revitalization process but also part of a much larger world movement of populations seeking their “own place in the sun”—what Neal D. Houghton (1969) has termed the “world convulsive transition” of struggles for self-determination and autonomy in the Americas, Asia, and Africa. The Chicano Movement was part of this larger world process, and identity, language, politics, and social standing and equity formed the motor for discontent with the status quo. In my essay, I followed a kind of bounded framework of culture that occasionally permitted boundary slippage between one population and another, when in reality the Chicano Movement—with all of its frailties, its masked and unmasked homophobia, its sexism and machismo temporarily unfettered until Chicanas made their power felt like powerful lashes of criticism and contempt—was a mestizo movement celebrating both origins and the present with what was basically a narrative of inclusion and recognition of all human populations. “La Raza” did not mean race, but rather “people,” in a recognition of the existence of internal racism learned from both imperial and national sources.

      Yet at that time I did get one important aspect right, even if it wasn’t my central focus, and that was the transborder, “un-American,” and multidimensional experience of language, ideologies, cultures, and gender identity, and the reconciliation of and about ourselves as people who were changing, emerging, and creating in the midst of those cultural phenomena and in a nation that stood in opposition to what I termed a “becoming” of the American continent. I later expanded this early recognition of a “transborder” region with a heavy attention to the historical dynamics of contending, conflicting, and cooperating populations who had vied for resources in a common ecology for over thousands of years, in a geographical area I have termed the Southwest North American Region (Vélez-Ibáñez 2017a).

      And now we see the coming of age of genetic analysis, to which we can add the recognition of multiple genetic origins and complex mestizo cultural identities as well. We can certainly confirm these processes by mapping their historical march in my case and in other studies.1 My genetic ancestors are primarily from Sonora (including Arizona) and Sinaloa, and they are representative to varying degrees of the Southwest North American Region. I had two genetic analyses done, from two different data sources, but with almost the same results, except that the second analysis includes examinations between 30,000 and 60,000 years ago for Neanderthal and Denisovan traces, which were 2.3 percent and 2.6 percent respectively, like most European populations. The first genetic analysis showed that, going back from six generations to 10,000 years ago, my genetic map tallies as 60 percent Mediterranean and northern European, 21 percent Native American, 15 percent southwest Asian, and 3 percent sub-Saharan African. The second analysis seems to indicate an ancient Greek genetic relationship, which seems to reinforce the ancient saying about accepting gifts from this genetic population.2

      My own genetic map is very much like the reported genetic history of the Southwest North American Region, which exemplifies intermixture and genetic and cultural processes of creation, with many of those who live these processes seeking new cultural and social fits and locally invented terms. These complex processes are counterpoints to any claims of pure biological and cultural ethnicities between those avoiding an unforgiving history and those seeking renewal in claims to noncontamination and nativism.

      But there are also fresh winds of discontent of a new Chicana/o/x movement arising in the present. In my mind, this is primarily due to the maturing of the large demographic bump that appeared between the ’70s and ’90s. The Mexican-origin population grew by 90 percent between 1970 and 1980, 55.5 percent between 1980 and 1990, 52.9 percent between 1990 and 2000, and 54.1 percent between 2000 and 2010 (Vélez-Ibáñez 2017b, 191). This process was initiated by immigration and then brought to maturity by subsequent U.S.-born Mexican-origin generations. As well, I would suggest that the present climate of Mexican and Latina/o/x bashing by nativist politicians, and especially by the current president, has in fact demanded a response from the Chicano Movement that has already been put into practice. This response of discontent was initiated by community groups joining with Chicana/o/x organizations to conduct the marches of the 2000s by the millions. The children of both strongly identify in the present with the politics of discontent, and they demand justice for themselves and their parents as well as the opportunity to enhance their well-being.

      This movement, cast as a much more inclusive one, has taken hold in universities, communities, and organizations with a political sophistication that many of us from the ’60s envy. Most recently we can see, for example, the shifting of the term Chicana/o to Chicanx, or of Latina/o to Latinx, to clarify the bias inherent in the masculine and feminine endings in Spanish. This is a valiant attempt to deal with the homophobia still present in many of our communities, and it stimulates an inclusivity in contrast to what was always a cultural barrier to transgender and gay people. I think, however, that a very interesting dynamic is occurring in which Mexican or other frames of origin are giving way to these terms ending in x because of the influence of that most threatened and precious part of our population—our DACA students and children, whose daily positive interactions with non-DACA students and children stimulate an emergence of a common cultural identity ensconced within a political identity of resistance not unlike that of earlier generations, but with a difference. While past generations have claimed inclusion on the northern side of the border, now we see a Chicanx generation attentive to the basic weakness of continuing the nineteenth-century penchant for a singular national identity. The new generation of both DACA and non-DACA youth has fought for a transborder identity beyond nation and beyond borderlines, while still demanding the necessary rights of cultural citizenship for the time being.

      Forty years ago in my original essay I suggested, “We are not synthetic, but a synthesis of ourselves and of others as are all human beings . . . for we reflect the western hemisphere in a state of cultural and social change” (48). Eventually I embraced more fully the premise of a transborder cultural citizenship that is hemispheric. And perhaps a hundred years from now this premise will be embraced still more widely, so that the thousands of Central Americans being cruelly treated and turned away in the present will be able to move freely, through a region extending north to this side of the United States border and south to the end of Tierra del Fuego.
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          1. Vélez-Ibáñez (2017b, 74–75) states:

          
            Genetic admixture of Mexican-origin populations varies in general but seems to clump regionally so that according to Martínez-Cortés et al. (2012), in Mexico, “In the total population sample, paternal ancestry was predominately European (64.9%), followed by Native American (30.8%) and African (4.2%). However, the European ancestry was prevalent in the north and west (66.7–95%) and, conversely, Native American ancestry increased in the center and southeast (37–50%), whereas the African ancestry was low and relatively homogeneous (0–8.8%).” An earlier study by Long suggested a similar percentage for Arizona to that of the Mexican north, with the “following estimates: Amerindian, 0.29 +/- 0.04; Spaniard, 0.68 +/- 0.05; and African, 0.03 +/- 0.02. The interpretation of these results with respect to Amerindian and Spanish ancestry is straightforward. African ancestry is strongly supported by the presence of a marker of African descent, Fy” (1991, 427). Texas and California have similar genetic admixture rates, except that depending on the study for Texas, for example, the European ancestry in San Antonio, Texas, is gauged at 50 percent, Native American 46 percent, and 3.1 percent West African to almost 58 percent European, Native American 38 percent, and almost 3 percent African (Beuten et al. 2011). California studies, like studies of all other regions, will vary in admixture depending on the historical period analyzed, but the percentage admixture according to modeling done by Price et al. (2007) is a distribution of 50 percent European, 45 percent Native American, and 5 percent African.

          

        

        
          2. This section concerning the author’s DNA patterns is based on Vélez-Ibáñez (2017b, 75‒76).
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