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Since 1970, millions of people around the world
have come to reside in countries in which they
were not born, and the United States now ranks
sixth in the.world among Spanish-speaking nations.
This superb collection of essays explores many
dimensions of these “identities on the move” in
North America and the Caribbean Basin. The col-
lection is truly interdisciplinary, with contributions
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from internationally known anthropologists,
sociologists, literary critics, writers, psychologists,
and economists—at least hali of whom are,
themselves, bearers of transnational identities.

The most important contribution of this book lies
in the delineation of new directions for social and
literary analysis as the impact of the economic
globalization and transnational processes is felt and
incorporated into the national ideas of both sending
and receiving nations. This book provides a
glimpse of what the next century will look like.
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Foreword

Since 1970, some one hundred million people around the world have come to
reside permanently or temporarily in countries in which they were not born.
In the United States, the number of such individuals is greater than at any
time since 1920. Greater Los Angeles is second only to Mexico City in the
numbers of urban inhabitants who claim a Mexican identity. The United States
ranks approximately sixth in the world among Spanish-speaking nations. As
of 1998, one in ten U.S. citizens is Latino. Transnational processes and identi-
ties will be among the major social, political, and economic phenomena of the
twenty-first century.

Originating with a conference sponsored by the University at Albany in
1994, this superb collection of essays explores many dimensions of “identities
on the move” in North America and the Caribbean Basin, including Mexico and
Central America. The collection is truly interdisciplinary, with contributions
from nationally and internationally known anthropologists, sociologists, liter-
ary critics, writers, psychologists, and economists—at least half of whom are,
themselves, bearers of transnational identities. Methodologies and analytic styles
range from ethnographic descriptions to autobiography, from statistical and docu-
mentary analysis to literary interpretation, from the testimony of U.S. Latino
poetry to the extraordinary content of Mexican popular border art.

Identities on the Move is divided into two major sections. The first presents
theoretical and conceptual foundations for approaching these new social and
political spaces, which involve, often simultaneously, forces of both homogeni-
zation and differentiation. The second offers specific case studies of displace-
ment, incorporation, and re-formulation of self and community in various
transnational settings. The epilogue is a moving autobiographical portrait of a
Mexican Jew who is also a United States Latino.

The most important contribution of this book lies in the delineation of new
directions for social and literary analysis as the impact of the economic global-
ization and transnational processes is felt and incorporated into the national
ideas of both sending and receiving nations. These essays document brilliantly
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Miracles on the Border

Retablos of Mexican Migrants to the United States

Jorge Durand and Douglas S. Massey

n recent decades the volume of migration between Mexico and the United
I_Smes has risen dramatically, and a transnational movement has cn}erge_d asa
major force binding the two countries. During the 1960s, legal Mexican 8|3131(;(—)
gration was at 430,000, and in the 1970s, this figure grew to more than go : ’
(U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Scrvi(:'e.1992). Purmg the 19 . s,dt e
flow became truly massive: more than three million Mexicans were ad.mme lw
the United States as legal immigrants, and another 800,000 amv:fcd without le-
gal documents (Woodrow and Passel 1990). Over the same period, more ‘lhan
twelve million Mexicans entered the United States as visitors (U 5. ]mmlgra-f
tion and Naturalization Service 1992), and more than 13 million peoplf;,o
Mexican origin now reside north of the border (U. S. Bur_cau of the Census '19_ i]

Although Mexican immigration has been the subject _of many s;a:sucb
and ethnographic studies, few have examined it from the viewpoint ii) the mi-
grants themselves (for exceptions see Fernandez 1983; Gamio !931, Hcrrerz'n-
Sobek 1979; Siems 1992). We seek to redress this gap by unc‘lertak:flg_an anal.yms
of migrants’ retablos. Retablos are small votive paintings lelr.. at relngu?us shrines
to offer thanks to a divine image for a miracle or favor I'Cl'..'.cl\led. ’I‘yplcglly t};ley
tell the story of a dangerous or threatening event fl‘OI‘I:l which the supp] icant “z;s
been miraculously delivered through the intervention of a holy image. le'
consider the meaning these votive paintings hold for one group of people:
Mexico-United States migrants.
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Drawing upon texts and images from migrants’ retablos, we attempt to con-
:truct_ a fuller picture of the complex process of Mexico-United States migration
’n doing so, we depart from the usual mode of social-scientific analysis to fol-'
ow a lead signaled two decades ago by Gloria Giffords, a leading scholar of
rel.':.xblo art (1974:124): “An examination of all the ex-votos [votives] in any on
shrine or church would produce a fascinating record of the people’s hope)s( ang

fea.IS, lhell ﬂ]oug]]ts l VES a!ld EXpe] lences, a reco d more nonest !hﬂﬂ UIE h-ll]'
» 1 » I
3 h
€5t Stausllcal S[udy.

MEXICAN RETABLO PAINTING

The v.tord retablo comes from the Latin retro-tabula, or “behind the altar” Origi

nally it referred to decorative or didactic paintings and sculpture place(i behii:
the altar of Catholic churches in the early middle ages (Giffords 1974). Later it
came ro. denote reliquary boxes placed at the rear of the altar (de la Maz-a 1950)
anfi during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries it was generalized to refer to a]i
;lagjﬁnéedlaltar Panels and frontal pieces (Cousin 1982; Giffords 1991; Schroeder
i )Liwna]a;alrl.teral sense, therefore, retablos are religious paintings associated

‘Thc practice of leaving objects 1o supplicate or thank i
ancient roots (Egan 1991), A:chacoliagica?zvidence reveatsihdai"tiehiic\gzz
Grc.eks. quans, Etruscans, Iberians, and Gauls all possessed well-developed
votive traditions (Decouflé 1964; Egan 1991). In these ancient cultures, it was
common 1o acknowledge or pray for the restoration of health by lcavin‘g small
ﬁgurcs of clay, wax, wood, or stone shaped like hands, eyes, arms legs, feet, or
vital organs. During the fifteenth century, however, these analomics‘a] Ioké‘.ns ::we
way to a more elaborate display of gratitude: votive paintings, ‘
The first Fuch paintings appeared in ltaly at the end of the 1400s. Growin,

out of l!?e Italian Renaissance, this new votive practice spread rapidly Ihroughougt
the Mediterranean and ultimately diffused 10 the rest of continental Europe and the
New Wo.rld (Cousin 1982; Egan 1991). Votive wraditions were brought into Mexico
by Spanish soldiers. Hernan Cortés himself, upon being bitten by a scorpion in
}’autepcc, Morelos, commended himself 10 the Virgin of Guadalupe and prom-
ised Lo prepare a votive if he survived his misfortune (Egan 1991). Cortez k;' t his
promuse and ordered the goldsmiths of Azcapotzalco to fashion a votive conta‘;nin
forty emeralds and two pearls set in gold box that housed the remnants of the oi%
sonous creature that dared to attack the conqueror of Mexico (Valle Arizpe 194pl)

‘ In transplanting votive traditions 1o Mexican soil, of course, the Spanisil
did not encounter a cultural vacuum; votive practices were w:sll known in
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Mesoamerica before the conquest. According to one sixteenth-century
chronicler, “the most important duty of the priest, and the Mexicans” principal
religious ceremony, consisted in making offerings and sacrifices on certain
occasions 1o obtain a favor from heaven or thanks for favors received”
(cited in Montenegro 1950:11). Prehispanic votive objects have been found in a
variety of Mexican archaeological sites (Sdnchez Lara 1990; Solis 1991;
Townsend 1992).

Despite the existence of a prehispanic votive tradition, the practice of vo-
tive painting never took hold among Mexico’s indigenous populations after the
Conquest. Although expressions of prehispanic religiosity were tolerated by
Catholic missionaries, they were not encouraged, and priests instead sought to
insert European practices into the native spiritual milieu (Lafaye 1976): In re-
gions of Mexico dominated by Indian cultures, evangelization encouraged na-
tive traditions of dance, music, and crafts, but it discouraged practices that
competed directly with Christian rituals.

As a result, votive painting first took root among American-born Spaniards,
or criollos (Giffords 1974:119). As in Europe, the practice grew out of altar
paintings of Biblical scenes commissioned for didactic purposes. Montenegro
(1950:11) explains, “when transforming the old religion the missionaries fol-
lowed a tradition adopted from time immemorial by the nobles of Europe: they
commissioned from artists pictures of miracles and included themselves in the
pictures standing beside the saint and giving him thanks. Such was the origin of
these votive pictures.”

Dating the beginnings of retablo painting in Mexico is difficult because the
earliest works were executed on perishable media such as canvas or wood that
have not survived. A series of engravings of the Virgin of Guadalupe done by
the Belgian artist Stradanus between 1604 and 1622 suggest that retablos were
present in Mexico by the early seventeenth century. One of these engravings
shows four painted retablos hanging to either side of the Virgin’s altar, each
containing an explanatory text recounting a miraculous happening (Genaro
Cuadriello 1989; Orendain 1984; Sdnchez Lara 1990).

Votive painting ultimately became associated with Mexico’s mestizos—
people of both Spanish and Indian origin in whom prehispanic sentiments were
united with European styles and techniques in a way that did not threaten the
sensibilities of the Catholic Church, The introduction of tin plate in the nine-
teenth century provided a cheap and versatile medium that displaced canvas
and wood and opened retablos to broader social participation (Giffords 1974,
1991). Over time, the racial origin of the supplicants shifted from criollo to
mestizo, and the geographic center of retablo painting shifted away from the
Valley of Mexico toward the heavily mestizo, west-central region of the coun-
try. By the 1920s, the production of votive art was concentrated in a few key
western states, notably Guanajuato, Jalisco, San Luis Potosi, and Zacatecas.
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Mexican retablo painting thus represents the application of Old World tech-
niques to a New World medium in order to satisfy deeply human desires for
supplication that are rooted in the ancient cultures of Europe and America.
Although votive practices have diffused widely throughout the Catholic world,
painted retablos achieved their fullest development and greatest expression in
Mexico, and only there have they continued 1o be practiced as a living artistic
tradition (Durand and Massey 1992).

MEXICAN PILGRIMAGE SITES

On any given day, scores of retablos are on display at popular pilgrimage sites
throughout Mexico, to the extent that the new arrivals create real problems of
disposal for priests who must somehow cope with the excess (Giffords 1991).
Out of the hundreds of icons scattered in sanctuaries large and small, we focus
on votive works associated with eight specific images: four of the crucified
Christ, one of the child Jesus, and three of the Virgin Mary. These images were
selected because their pilgrimage sites all lie within a few hour’s drive of Mexico's
leading migrant-sending communities, which are scattered throughout the states of
Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoacan, Nayarit, San Luis Potosi, and Zacatecas (fig. 11.1),

Together these states compose the most important migrant-sending region
in Mexico (Dagodag 1975; Gamio 1930; North and Houston 1976; Ranney and
Kossoudji 1983; Samora 1971), and the eight images together constitute the
most important shrines in the area. Each site has a long history of votive suppli-
cation by U. S. migrants, so that by focusing on these eight images we ensure
sufficient material for a detailed analysis of migrants’ retablos.

The sanctuary of El Sefior de Villaseca is located at Mineral de Cata, a
silver mine situated on the owskirts of the modern city of Guanajuato, capital
of the state of Guanajuato. According to legend, the image was brought from
Spain in 1618 by the mine’s proprietor, a wealthy hacienda owner named Don
Alonso de Villaseca. Its materials and style of construction, however, point to a
Mexican Indian origin sometime during the sixteenth century (Sdnchez Lara
1990:58). Less is known about the origins of El Sefior de la Conquista, located
in the city of San Felipe Torres Mochas, also in Guanajuato. The icon was named
for the “spiritual conquest” of the Indians during the sixteenth century. Although
its exact date of creation is unknown, historical references suggest that it was
installed in the sanctuary at San Felipe in 1585.

The image of El Sefior del Saucito is of more recent origin. Its story begins
in 1820 at a crossroads settlement located some four kilometers from the center
of San Luis Potost. In that year, a carpenter of modest means came upon a willow
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ZACATECAS
ElNific de Alocha

SAN LUIS POTOSI
El Sefior de Saucito

1 500
—
R GUANAJUATO
s ElSefior de la Conquista
El Sefor de Villaseca
JALISCO

La Virgen de Talpa
La Yirgen de Zapopan~
ElSefior de la Misericordia
La Virgen de San Juan de los Lagos

Fig. 11.1 The states of western Mexico and the locations of key shrines in Guanajuato,
Jalisco, San Luis Potosi, and Zacalecas.

trunk with two branches that reminded him of a cruciﬁ.x {(the word saucito T:a::
“Tittle willow™). He thereupon commissioned an Indian craflsrl;l]z}n lr} cwar -
image of the crucified Christ from lh;: l:runll;1 (A!:farczdl zf;?ra)u“nl n]gn :0 :nu-;ide,

i an to attract pilgrims from the city an : :
tl]r‘:ﬂ118“;:55tab:::rgofessic:nnal scflptor, José Mmfa P..g.uado. was hfred o er;:wgfﬂ:he
image and to smooth over its impcrfecuonﬁ, giving the icon its prcsl k" cal.-i

El Sefior de la Misericordia was lichISE: fa.shnoned frqm a lrese ru - g
in the nineteenth century. The history of this image begins on a.epiemtmn e,
1839 in the rural town of Tepatitlén, J a];:;co, wékcl:enla]tl E:ﬂrgga;;l% s;s::i zgs phl lga

i ting from a gully near his home (Casi : :
:::it:h;glra::s rﬁakin g chf_rcoal. he approachc‘dl the glow only to find antoail:) 11].1:;&
offering itself to him as a crucifix. Soon an 1une.ram wood carver myster 4 rc)i
appeared in town and carved the crucifix {Cas:]lals I98?). thlle.m'orc :csem
corded about the miraculous image until 1852, when it was mstal.lcd inits p
sanctuary to accommodate the growing nurr.lbcr of cager supp];‘cant:s. e
El Nifio de Atocha provides a convemn..am transition ot cfdrec i
images, since it is the only figure of the Christ child r.hat.we consi e;:, an 1l
closely associated with a well-known image of the V:rgln.. I\{uestra e:lo ‘e
Atocha (see Giffords 1974:50). In Mexico, how§ver, the child is separat 1';15 0
erated and has become “an OvcrthImi?STT;?;‘c among the representati

ist in thi ition” (Giffords :29).

Clm'&'j[t'hlv.;l :r:']rs:cfic:; l;?:cl::o:f \Erorship for El Nifio is the small miping town 9f
Plateros, near Fresnillo, Zacatecas. Although the origins of the t:rrcl[age a;:nl}:s
Jocation are obscure, we know that by 1566 a small settlement had gro p
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around the mine and that, sometime during the eighteenth century, the Spanish
owner commissioned a replica of Nuestra Sefiora de Atocha, an image he had
venerated in his homeland, to display in the local sanctuary (Judrez Frias 199]).
During the Colonial period, homage was generally paid to the Virgin rather than
the Child; but after the 1820s, patterns of veneration shifted, and El Nifio
acquired a separate identity and was given a special place in the Sanctuary above
the main altar (Lépez de Lara 1992). The image presently in use dates from
1886 (Giffords 1974:29).

Although images of Christ command devoted followings in many commu-
nities, the Virgin Mary is even more widely venerated throughout Mexico, and
we have included three of the western region’s most important images in our
study. The first is the Virgin of Zapopan, whose story begins in 1541, when Fray
Antonio de Segovia is said to have arrived in the village of Zapopan (“place of
the zapote tree”) just ouside the present city of Guadalajara. With him was a
small image of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception (Alvarez 1987), which
was probably sculpted by Indian craftsmen in the state of Michoacan sometime
around 1531 (Judrez Frias 1991).

The origins of the Virgin of Talpa also 20 back to the early Colonial period.
Like the Virgin of Zapopan, it was created in the late sixteenth century by arti-
sans from Michoacan; but the statue is smaller, only about 15 inches tall, and its
underlying identity is that of the Virgin of the Rosary rather than the Virgin of
the Immaculate Conception (Carillo Duefias 1986). The Catholic Church con-
firmed the Virgin's miraculous status in a document dated 1670, a copy of which
(from 1832) survives in the parish archives, The present sanctuary was built in
the second half of the eighteenth century, and the facade and towers were com-
pleted during the middle of the nineteenth century.

Although each of the foregoing images has attracted significant veneration
by some inhabitants of western Mexico, by far the most important icon in the
region is the Virgin of San Juan de los Lagos (Alvarez 1987; Olveda 1980). The
town of San Juan is located in a region of Jalisco known as los altos (the high-
lands), aptly named for its high chaparral of windswept hills and dry pastures,
Since early in the twentieth century, this area has been a center of migration to
the United States (Cornelius 1976: Taylor 1933).

The legend of the Virgin of San Juan begins in 1542, when a small image of
the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception was brought into town by a Spanish
priest, Father Miguel de Bologna (Alvarez 1987). Little else is recorded of the
image until 1623, when legend relates that the young daughter of two Indians
fell gravely ill but was miraculously cured by the Virgin (Alvarez 1987). After
the miracle, the image acquired a distinctly Mexican identity, separate from
that of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception, and since that time it has been
known simply as the Virgin of San Juan (Alvarez 1987; Oblate Fathers 1990),

The Virgin of San Juan also was sculpted in the early sixteenth century by
Indian artisans from Michoacan, Standing about 20 inches tall, the Virgin is
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usually depicted in full view with her hands .c]asped in front Qf her brcg:;: jﬁ;;vjrge)z
1987), in keeping with fifteenth-century iconography (Giffords 1974:48-49).
The first stone of the present church was laid November 30, 1732, and construc-
tion continued for 58 years, but the Virgin was installed on her present altar on

November 30, 1769.

RETABLOS IN THEORY AND PRACTICE

Retablos are usually painted on pieces of tin that 'have been reduced down fror:
larger sheets by a progressive cutting in half (G:ffords.1991:3?—38).234_051112;)
rectangular in shape, with the largest about 280 square inches (14 x inch )
and the smallest around 18 square inches (3.5 x 5 l.l'l‘). The most cpmmgr.mffstzz:
are 140 square inches (10 x 14 in.) and 70 square inches (7 x 10 in.) (Giffor

; in 1948). )
lgulid::z?clz;nci'l;:dbios are c)omposed of three basic .clemems: a holy image, z:
graphic rendering of a threatening occurrence or miraculous f:vcm, {u}d Sau::;c
explaining what happened (Giffords 1974, 1991). .The holy image :?.l‘un AI}:
depicted suspended in clouds and located to one side of the composi mff._mia]
though the representation of the holy image must bear some nﬂ:.lag:lonI to odcr !
iconography, the rules of interpretation are Io9se rather than rigi _dn olr =10
function effectively within the context of a votive, a holy image need only "
vey identity in general terms. A variety of t_:olors. styles, shapes, l?lrops‘ ani_
levels of detail may be used to depict a holy image, as long as overa rlv;:cog :
tion is achieved. Strict reproduction of a holy. image is r’wt important ec:?\:ze
the action itself is the focus of the work and its raison d'étre. .Moreoy.cr, slzjna"
votive paintings are left at specific shrines, the ldf:',nllly of lhe.smbagcrlrar 1;8 m-i
obvious from the context in which it is placed (votives to the Virgin c: zlu:Paall
not deposited before the Virgin of San Juan. de los La.ngos, for exa:;-lp e). :wnhic},]';
any doubt about the identity of an image is often dispelled by the text,

i image by name. )
mcn'[]l"zzfugllenllchial lys generally found at the bottom of Mexican rem?los;: !n
addition to thanking the holy image, the text normally states the place of ori gu;
of the donor; the date, place, and circumstances of the event; aqd an gcaou;lao
the miraculous intervention by the holy image. Expressions of gratitude dr u;
upon a standard vocabulary of faith and devotw_n 1h§t has evolved fver scores 0‘ :
years and thousands of pilgrimages. Most begin with the woids:‘ doy immai)
(“1 give thanks™) and express a heartfelt need to “hacer patente™ ( mal.ce nuwnl ‘
the miraculous results of a divine intervention. In ilhern,”lh‘e supplicant sta c]:;
that at the moment of crisis, “me encomendé a la Vrrge‘r‘: ( T entrusted mysrlz1
1o the Virgin™) and tells how “me concedid el milagro” (“‘she granted me the
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miracle”). Texts often end with the simple statement that “por eso dedico el
presente retablo” (“for this I dedicate the present retablo™).

The largest and most important part of the pictorial space is given over 10 de-
picting the miraculous event. In rendering the dangerous or threatening circum-
stances under which divine intervention occurred, there are no rigid rules and few
strict protocols. According to one art historian, “the imagination of the artist has
ample scope to express the supernatural and divine intervention that is superim-
posed on logical reality and only is acceptable in terms of a blind and irrational
faith” (Moyssén 1965:26). The principal desideratum is that artistic devices used in
the execution of the votive heighten the emotional intensity of the moment and
emphasize the ongoing drama of events. Although the choice of materials, styles,
and methods is open and flexible, several techniques have become conventional,

First, Mexican retablos rely on bold, bright colors 10 augment the emo-
tional effect of the scene. In order to convey the power of extreme circum-
stances, retablo painters make full use of the color spectrum, yielding luminous
and vibrant works. Luxurious reds, deep blues, shining golds, pale pastels, trans-
lucent greens, pure whites, and bright yellows abound in votive paintings. Al-
though scenes of family members gathered around a sick bed may occasionally
be rendered in subdued tones, the colors are rarely dark. Actions and dramatic
events are almost always presented in vivid colors. Background detail is fre-
quently painted using divergent hues to add emotional power to the composi-
tion, and the actors themselves are often rendered in contrasting tones.

Second, Mexican votive paintings undertake a deliberate and self-conscious
manipulation of space in order to underscore the drama of the unfolding events.
Scale and proportion are sacrificed to intensify emotion. Angles become sharper
and perspective awkward in order to increase the dramatic power of a scene.
The helplessness of mortals in the face of a dire situation is captured by juxta-
posing tiny human figures with larger-than-life holy images (in real life, sacred
images tend to be small). The bewildering nature of the moment is enhanced by
a surreal placement of figures, props, and background constructions.

Third, Mexican votive painting systematically segments, deconstructs, and
reorders time, Events that occurred sequentially are broken down into represen-
tative instants and shown simultaneously. Different stages in the pro-gress of a
miraculous event are arranged within a common pictorial frame. Supplicants
shown in the throes of a dire circumstance in one part of a retablo are pictured

offering thanks to the image in another. Actions occurring before, during, and
after the miracle are shuffled and recombined for maximum psychological effect.

Fourth, theater props and stage motifs are used from time to time to empha-
size the drama of unfolding events. Action takes place on crude stages erected
magically in the picture space. Curtains are pulled back to reveal figures in
critical situations and lush and lustrous fabrics are draped over walls and furni-
ture as if in a set. Actors appear to perform before audiences of horrified on-
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lookers. Cinematic techniques such as the flashback and fast forward are em-
ve about in time.
p]oy;?nl:li;.:oover the course of the twemict_h century, Mcxictan retablos hav]c
incorporated new materials and techniques in their cgnstmcuon tohcre?}c cc.)l -
lages that blend traditional painting with modern r.ned1a. Photographs of fami );
members are affixed to lend verisimilitude to painted scenes. Photocopies ](l)
documents are appended as proof of the divine intercession. A commercia ﬁ
printed image of the Virgin is glued to a spot on the r.etab]o spcc:alt])y pre::ar:l-
for the purpose. Unlike santos, therefore, Mexican V(?IIVCS h;we not been thre |
ened with extinction because of the advent of cheap, .mdustnally producc_d pr«; -
ucts. On the contrary, the range of techniques available to retablo artists has
ipli d the genre has continued to evolve. .
mu“'llPl-]lzi T:l;nvcmigons are combined in manifold ways tc? create ih'? ipnn and_
substance of modern retablos. From an aesthetic point of view, l]"lc artistic power
of Mexican retablo painting comes from an economy of exreculnon and anhlqno-
cent intensity of emotions. “The drawing is na.ively painstaking, tt?c co!?r choices
are odd, the perspective is awkward, space 1s reduced to a rudmwl.cmary.stage.
and action is condensed to highlights. Adherence to appearances is less impor-
tant than the dramatization of the ghastly event or the miraculous encounter
between the victim and the resplendent holy image” (Herrera 1.983:!5])‘
Retablos thus condense the most extreme of human cmonon;—f;ar, Zo.r-
row, apprehension, gratitude, relief, horror—onto sn"nall s]'feets of tin pnufne _u':
the most elemental of styles. Looking at people depicted in the 1F\me.f. of a cir
cumstance that appears to have no earthly remedy, or facing an imminent per-
sonal loss so crushing and painful that all consolation se,ems‘hopclcss, \T‘e {no:‘
only share the intensity of the fear and sorrow, we a.lso experience ;he rz llcc :
delivery and the unmitigated joy that follows an unbelievable stroke o gqo lu ].
[t is the rendering of such powerful and elemental human emotions in sulr(np cf
and unpretentious artistic terms that makes retablos so compclllmg as wor S0
art. As the folklorist Frances Toor has noted, “f’EI(.lbio.f or votive ot‘tle::rm,?\:sl are
the most important and popular aspect of folk painting at the present u.rm:t’;d a‘rﬁ;
of these retablos—realistic pictures of super-realistic events—are paint ]Wl ;
great sensitivity and profound recognition of a truth that makes a miracle o
reality and of reality a miracle” (1947:67-68).

STUDYING MIGRANTS® RETABLOS

Our interest in migrants’ retablos began in September of ‘1988, when we uavelcc.t 1o
the church of San Juan de los Lagos to visit the Virgin and her famous paint-
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ings. As we admired the colorful pictures and dramatic texts, we noted several
that dealt with experiences in the United States, As students of Mexico-United
States migration, our interest was piqued, and we began to look for more of these
paintings. Within an hour, we had located a dozen votives left by U. S. migrants.

As we reflected on these works, it occurred to us that they might shed new
light on a well-worn topic. Unlike other sources of information, retablos cap-
ture events as they were experienced by the migrants themselves, The pictures
and texts provide a rich source of historical and sociological data on a subject
that has been notoriously resistant to study. Because they depict salient events
at the moment of their occurrence, moreover, they provide an immediate record of
migrants’ most pressing concerns. By scrutinizing these paintings, we can glimpse
how U. S. migration felt and was understood by the people who experienced it.

During the period from September 1988 through December 1993, we sought
out religious shrines known to support a votive tradition and scoured galleries
and antique dealers looking for retablos that touched upon the subject of U. S.
migration. In religious sanctuaries, we took photographs and transcribed texts
whenever we came upon a retablo that dealt in any way with migration to the
United States, and in private galleries, we purchased any such retablo that we
encountered.

In all, we located 124 retablos painted or commissioned by U. S. migrants
or their relatives. The scenes and texts contained in these votive works consti-
tute the basic data for our study. In each case, we have a photograph of the
painting and a transcription of the text, and in 64 cases we own the retablo
itself. We include in our analysis any votive painting that we judged to have
been left by a current or former migrant to the United States, or a member of his
or her family.

All of the retablos were executed on a durable medium, in most cases tin.
Of the 124 retablos we examined, 114 (92%) were painted on metal, five were
on masonite, and three were on wood. Only two are executed on paper, and both
are enclosed in a glass frame and mounted on durable backing. We chose to
tocus on durable media in order to control for the selective way that votive
paintings survive. Although we can observe contemporary votive offerings on
all sorts of perishable media, we can only observe past works that have sur-
vived. Thus, any view reconstructed from retablos of the past is likely to be
more highly selective than a view pieced together from votive materials en-
countered in the present. In order to hold constant the degree of selection over
time, we focused on retablos painted on tin, the most durable of materials.

Because votives sometimes address multiple icons, the 124 works contain
129 separate holy images, the distribution of which is shown in table 11.1. By
far the most popular image is the Virgin of San Juan de los Lagos, which com-
prises roughly half the icons referenced. No other image comes close to the
Virgin of San Juan in attracting the devotion of migrants to the United States.
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Table 11.1 ) The next closest figure is El
Distribution of retablos by image Nifio de Atocha, which com-

Saared Iags i s prises about 8% of the images,
Images of the Virgin Mary followed by El Sefor de la

Virgen de Guadalupe
Virgen de los Remedios

Virgen de San Juan 64 49.6 Conquista (7%) and El Sefior

Virgen Talpa 5 39 de Vlllaseca‘ (6%). Closely re-

Virgen de Zapopan 4 31 lated to the image of El Sefior
4 31 de 1a Conquista is that of San
1

0.8 Miguel (comprising about 5%
of the sample). This minor icon
is located in a small chapel in
the sanctuary of San Felipe

Images of Christ
El Nifio de Atocha 10 1.9

Sl lo Jn Conquisis ’ 0 Torres Mochas. In practical
Sefior de la Villaseca 8 6.2 terms, San Miguel and El
Seiior de la Misericordia " 59 Sefior de la Conquista consti-
Sebor del Saucko . 39 tute a single pilgrimage site.
Images of Saints The Virgin of Talpa, El Sefior
San Miguel 7 5.4 de la Misericordia, and EIl
San Martin de Porres 4 3.1 Seifior del Saucito each add
San Martin de Terreros 1 0.8 another 4% of the images 10
San Francisco de Asis 1 0.8 the sample, and the Virgins of
San Judas Tadeo 1 0.8 Zapopan and Guadalupe com-
prise another 3%.
Total images mentioned 129 100.0

THE CONTENT OF MIGRANTS’ RETABLOS

Although U. S. migrants share many of the same problems as (.)ttllcrs'who t?ring
votives before a sacred image. the experience of international imigration yields
distinct circumstances that distinguish them from other supplicants. A typology
of retablos developed for general use, such as that of Creux (1979) is therefore
of limited utility in attempting to comprehend and classify the range of prob-
lems experienced by Mexican immigrants. Although illnes.s, catastrophe, war,
fire, falling, work, and animal problems {(Creux’s categories) may befall mi-
grants, the meaning of these problems is very different in a forclg.n context. In
addition, Mexico-United States migrants face the pain of separation, thc_ ha.z—
ards of moving north, the risks of crossing the border, the fear of falling sick in
a strange land, the threat of arrest and deportation, and the thorny, ever-present
issue of documentation.

In view of these distinctive concerns, we developed our own typology of
retablos that builds on the earlier efforts of Creux and others, but which takes

pm e SRS S8 e o B TR e




214 DURAND AND MASSEY

into account the unusual situation of U. S, migrants. The scheme contains six
major headings and 16 detailed subcategories. The major headings follow the
course of a migrant’s journey to and from the United States, They include “Mak-
ing the Trip,” “Finding One’s Way,” “Legal Problems,” “Medical Problems,”
“Getting by in the U. S, and “Homecoming.” Under these broad rubrics, we
define a variety of subcategories that address particular topics,

In order to carry out a detailed content analysis of retablos, we classified
each votive into one and only one of the 16 subcategories. In cases where more
than one subcategory could have applied, we classified the retablo according to
the subject that, in our judgment, was dominant. The results of this operation
are shown in table 11.2. The first general heading is “Making the Trip,” and it
considers three salient issues involved in moving from Mexico to the United
States. Difficulties encountered while travelling north fall into the first subcat-
egory and those faced while crossing the border make up the second. The third
subcategory focuses on the special problems that women face in going north.
As table 11.2 indicates, nearly 15% of the retablos in our sample deal in some
way with one of these themes.

Roughly 2% of the pictures fall into the subcategory “heading north” A
good example under this rubric is the retablo left by a woman from Leén,
Guanajuato, who was travelling north to the United States in October of 1946
when the roadway suddenly washed out and several of her companions were
swept away. Fearing the worst, she called upon the Virgin of San Juan and en-
trusted them 1o her protection; later they miraculously turned up unharmed, a
piece of good fortune the woman credited to the divine powers of the Virgin.

Another 3% of the retablos come under “women's issues,” One such paint-
ing, dated November 19, 1989, was left by Maria del Carmen Parra, who gives
“thanks to the Holiest Virgin of San Juan de los Lagos for having granted that
[my] daughter could marry in the United States.” For many women, marriage to
a migrant, a Chicano, or an Anglo-American (from the retablo it is not exactly
clear who her daughter married) provides a path of potential mobility to a better
life, one free from the strictures of poverty and patriarchy in Mexico, and one 1o
which mothers frequently aspire on behalf of their daughters (Goldring 1995;
Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Reichert 1982). Whatever the case, the mother felt
sufficient gratitude 1o commemorate the marriage with a retablo.

By far the most frequent subject mentioned under the general heading of
“Making the Trip” is “crossing the border,” a subject that concerns 9% of the
retablos in the sample. As this relatively high frequency indicates, the risks of
border-crossing loom large in the minds of Mexican migrants, who lack legal
documents and must enter the United States surreptitiously. In
addition to the risk of arrest and deportation (according 1o the latest estimates,
the odds of getting caught are about 33% on any attempt—see Espenshade 1990;
Kossoudji 1992; and Massey and Singer 1995), undocumented migrants also
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Table 11.2 face the hazards of fraud, in-

Distribution of retablos by Subj%ald jury, robbery, thirst, hunger,
(Totals for categories shown in bold) ot A ThaiE W

Subject N - make it through the gauntlet
Making the Trip 18 14.5 of border-crossing hazards
Heading north 3 ;; naturally feel indebted to a
Crossing the border I 3' 5 holy image for watching over
W:men; issue‘: ; : 4' ° them, and for delivering them
Findin ne's Wa * r
Ge,uijg a job 2 e mmAd: relina Garcta Solfs
' 24 BE mna ' '
Getting lost s 14.6 for example, left a votive
Legal Problems 18 6-5 addressed to El Sefior del
ﬁrrﬂﬂsﬁ‘s f‘°°“m°“‘5 12 8'] Saucito “for the miracle that
Fnows with the law 55 242 he granted me in the year
Medical Problems . 177 1949, Finding myself drown-
Getting sick _ Zg 6-5 ing in the waters of the Rio
Having an operation 21.8 Grande in el Norte in the
Getting by in U.5. 2; 5'7 company of other friends, in
War :

4.0 the most desperate moment I

e accic‘lems : 9.7 invoked his help after I had

e ]? 0-3 given up hope. I give him a

Crirge 2 1.6 thousand and one thanks, and

i a‘hcad 22 ;7'7 also to God, that through his
H?}mu:ﬁms rants 7 5-6 mediation He did me such an

mj; 1 ) =

T:l::;ful rja:ivcs 15 12.1 immense favor. A;oa::;

Unnamed Miracles 4 a2 anonymous votary than

the Virgin of Talpa for sav-
Total retablos 124 100.0 ing “me from death on i
twentieth of September of
1948, Upon wishing to cross the Rio Grande, two friends were killed but I was
able to save myself.” _ ’ . ‘ ;
After a migrant has entered the United States, new dlfﬁcull:es arise an
these form the subject of the second heading, “Finding One’s Way, whltfh com-
prises 4% of the retablos in our sample. Getting lost in a strange sefting is a
problem treated in about 2% of the retablos. Frcqucnt!y_. this mn_sfonune bcfa]_ls
migrants from small towns who arrive in large U..S‘ cities, but it atlso occurs in
the countryside, often in arid parts of California, TanS. or Arizona, whe;‘e
migrants travel for work. Ponciano Guzman did not give details on his retap o
of September 4, 1951, he just gave “thanks to the Virgin of Zapopan for having
gotten us out of this desert without hann,“. . _ A
A big part of finding one’s way is getung a job, for without worl mlg!;ll. :
cannot repay the expenses of the trip, support themselves, or send money bac
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home to family members in Mexico (Massey et al. 1987). About 2% of the
retablos treat this theme. One of them was left by J. Melquides Murillo of Puerto
de Loja, Guanajuato, who in 1961 gave “thanks to Holiest Mary of San Juan de
los Lagos, because I prayed to Her that I might go and come across the border
and that I might be hired.”

The third major heading is “Legal Problems,” the subject of roughly 15%
of the retablos in our sample. First and foremost in this category is the problem
of documentation since without a legal residence card, or some other form of
legal documentation, a person’s tenure in the United States is insecure and can end
at a moment’s notice. As a result, undocumented migrants are vulnerable to exploi-
tation and are confined to an underground economy of unstable, poorly paid jobs.

Nearly 7% of the retablos we sampled concerned the issue of documenta-
tion. One of them was left by Luz Bravo Magaiia, who on November 8, 1945,
simply offered “thanks to the Virgin of San Juan de los Lagos for the miracle of
having obtained without difficulty my passport from the American consulate.”
(Anyone who has ever waited in line to get a visa at a U. S. embassy can appre-
ciate how “miraculous” this event seemed.) In 1989, another man left a retablo
giving thanks to the Virgin of San Juan “for having acted on the petitions that I
made to you for my brother to get his visa

A second subcategory, comprising another 8% of the sample, focuses on
encounters with law enforcement officials, the most feared of whom are immi-
gration officers. Migrants occasionally run afoul of other authorities, however,
and at times end up in jail. For such people, the usual problems of loneliness
and fear are magnified; incarceration isolates them in a strange culture and pre-
vents them from seeing loved ones who remain in Mexico. Thus, Juan Jaime
Delgado addressed his retablo to the “Lord of Villaseca that is venerated in the
Sanctuary of Mineral de Cata. I give infinite thanks for helping me get of jail in
the United States and for arriving safely in the city of Guanajuato in the year
1986.” In his retablo, José Gutiérrez likewise gave “thanks to the Lord Saint
Michael for having saved me from a sentence of 20 years in a prison in Chi-
cago, U.S.A_, releasing me after only 8 months.”

The fourth general heading, “Medical Problems,” is the largest subject cat-
egory in our sample. Getting sick is especially terrifying when one has no friends
or family nearby, when one does not speak the language, and when one lacks
money or insurance to pay doctors’ bills. About 18% of the retablos we sampled
mention sickness in the United States. The gratitude that Marfa de Jesds Torres
felt after her daughter got well was such that she traveled all the way to Jalisco
from her home in National City, California to “offer infinite thanks to Our Lady
of San Juan for having given health to my daughter, Teresa Torres, who suffered
from asthma and epileptic attacks for several years.” Facing an operation is also
threatening when one cannot communicate effectively with the medical staff,
or when one does not fully understand the medical system or its technology.
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About 7% of the retablos in our collection explicitly give thanks to an image for
the supplicant’s survival of a surgical procedure performed in the United States.
On January 3, 1962, in Santa Fe, New Mexico, for example, Concepcién Gonzilez
Anderson underwent a surgical procedure in which “they did an examination to see
if I had cancer. Thanks to the Holiest Virgin of San Juan, I was spared from this
sickness for which I give infinite thanks for the miracle she gave me.” .
While living and working in the United States, Mexicans face a variety of
additional issues related to well-being that are grouped under the fifth general
heading, “Getting by in the U. S.,” which comprises 22% of the retablos exam-
ined. Unlike Mexico, the United States is a global power with many foreign
commitments, and entering its armed forces carries the very real risk of going
to war in a far off place. Legal immigrants, as well as children of Mexicans born
in the United States, are subject to the U. S. military draft (including the chil-
dren of undocumented parents), and Mexican immigrants have fought in all
major wars of the twentieth century, most recently in the Persian Gulf. Among
the 124 retablos we assembled, 6% thanked an image for a safe return from war.
The oldest such retablo in our sample was prepared by the uncle of Angel
Turburdn and deposited in the Sanctuary of El Sefior de Villaseca on July 19,
1917. Referring to his nephew’s service in World War I, the text states that
“having been mortally wounded in the war, his uncle Roberto Rodriguez,
from...New Mexico, commended him to the Holiest Lord of Villaseca that he
should not die. ... Having cured him from his sickness he makes public this miracle”
Aside from the extreme case of warfare, Mexican migrants face other risks
while abroad. One is accidents at work. Migrants tend to be employed in agri-
culture, construction, the garment industry, and small-scale manufacturing, haz-
ardous sectors where employers are under intense competitive pressure. In or(?cr
to keep expenses low, companies invest little in safety devices or new equip-
ment, thereby increasing the risk of work-related accidents. Some 4% of the
retablos in our sample mention an accident at work. One such retablo was left
by Manuel Reyes, who was picking cotton near Brawley, Califomia.durmg the
fall of 1954 when he got his hand caught in some machinery. At this moment,
he invoked the image of San Miguel, who intervened to free him, “losing z?
finger but saving my life, and in proof of gratitude I dedicate the present .relahlo.’
Another 10% of the retablos in the sample revolve around traffic acctdenls.'a
danger especially prevalent among migrants travelling to large urban. areas in
the United States. In 1954, one grateful migrant gave “thanks to the Virgin of San
Juan de los Lagos for having saved me from an automobile accident in whlich four
persons were left dead and four injured that occurred in San Francisco, California.
For Mexican migrants living in large U. S. cities, such as Los Angeles,
crime constitutes another hazard of life, and one retablo in our collection deals
with this issue. But getting by in the United States is not simply a n}att?r of
surviving negative experiences such as crime and car accidents. Ubiquitous
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among the votive objects left in Mexican sanctuaries are tokens of some foreign
success: a driver’s license, a report card, a high school diploma, a college de-
gree. Although it is less common to find retablos commemorating these events,
we did encounter two votive paintings that give thanks for a personal achieve-
ment in the United States. One offers thanks to the Virgin of Zapopan for “*hav-
ing been able to obtain a nursing certificate in the U.S.A” Another, from a
migrant in Los Angeles, simply thanks this Virgin for “a miracle obtained in the
artistic world some years ago.”

The last phase of the migrant journey, Homecoming, involves the return of
migrants to the warmth of their families and familiar soil of their birth. Given
the many hazards and difficulties faced in the course of a U. S. trip, migrants
and their families are often overcome with gratitude when a long separation
finally comes to an end. The strength of this emotion is such that a votive of
thanks is commissioned and left at a local shrine. Roughly 18% of the retablos
in our sample fell under the general heading “Homecoming,” with 12% ex-
pressing the gratitude of family members and 6% offering thanks from the mi-
grants themselves.

Typical of the grateful migrants is Tereso Lopez, of Rancho de la Palma,
near Silao, Guanajuato, who contributed a retablo on the occasion of his return
to Mexico from the United States. He “gives thanks to the Holiest Virgin of San
Juan. Finding himself in the United States and commending himself to the Vir-
gin he asked that upon arriving on his soil he would go to visit her.” Another
retablo illustrates the relief felt by family members left behind when a loved
one returns. Candelaria Arreola of El Grullo, Jalisco, was praying for her son’s
return in 1955 when he miraculously arrived. As she explains, “I give thanks to
the holiest Virgin of Talpa for having brought my son home from the United
States, where he stayed for a long time. I began to pray your novena and 1
hadn’t even finished when he returned. Thank you my mother!”

A systematic analysis of the content of migrants’ retablos thus provides a
glimpse into the special problems and difficulties faced by Mexican immigrants.
If we simply list those subcategories with relative frequencies of 5% or more,
we see that crossing the border, arranging documents, and avoiding encounters
with legal authorities are principal preoccupations of U. S. migrants, and that
getting sick, having an operation, getting drafted, and experiencing traffic acci-
dents are major risks of life in the United States. When they manage to over-
come these problems and return home safely, migrants and their family members
are filled with gratitude.

Additional insight can be gained by classifying the subject of migrants’
retablos according to the period in which the trip took place, a task that is carried
out in table 11.3. This analysis employs five temporal categories: (1) from 1900 1o
1939 represents the Early Years of Mexico-United States migration; (2) from 1940
to 1964 corresponds to the Bracero Era, when the U, S. government sponsored a
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temporary labor program that brought some 4.5 million Mexicans into the United
States to work (see Craig 1971; Samora 1971); (3) from 1965 to 1979 encom-
passes the Growth Years, a time when Mexico-United States migration was grow-
ing rapidly; and (4) from 1980 to the present is the Modern Era. A residual fifth
category contains retablos whose dates could not be firmly established. .

The largest number of retablos (27%) come from the Bracero Era, followed
in frequency by the Modern Era and the Growth Years (at about 19% each), and
the least frequent period is the Early Years (around 9%). Roughly 26% of the
retablos could not be dated with certainty. Given the limited number of retablos
in our sample, we only examine temporal shifts in the main subject categories.

Issues surrounding Homecoming appear to be significant in all periods, with
the exception of the Bracero Era, when Medical Problems dominate. The prob-
lem of Getting by in the United States is notably salient in the Early and Growth
Years of U. S, migration. Although this category is also prevalent to some ex-
tent during the Bracero Era, it is underrepresented during the Modern Era. As

Table 11.3
Distribution of retablos through time. _
(Percentage by subject and by supplicant's gender and destination, N=124)

Period of Migration

Early Years Bracero Era Growth Years Modern Era Undated
1900-1939 1940-1964 1965-1979 1980-1993 Retablos

Subject Matter

Making the trip 18.2% 20.6% 4.4% 16.7% 12.5%
Finding one's way 9.1 8.8 4.4 0.0 0.0
Legal problems 9.1 5.9 13.0 29.1 15.8
Medical problems 0.0 41.2 17.4 16.7 24.9
Getting by in U.S. 363 17.6 39.1 8.3 18.8
Homecoming 27.3 59 21.7 16.7 24.9
Unnamed miracles 0.0 0.0 0.0 12.5 3.0
Gender of Supplicant
Male 50.0% 48.5% 47.8% 66.7% 52.0%
Female 50.0 35S 52,2 7 e 48.0
U.S. Destination of Supplicant
Border arca 9.1% 20.6% 4.4% 12.5% 6.3%
California 0.0 26.5 26.1 16.7 15.6
Texas 18.2 14.7 21.7 125 9.4
Other 45.4 17.6 4.4 16.7 15.6
Unknown 27.3 20.6 43.4 41.6 53.1
Total retablos 11 34, 23 24 32
Percentage 8.9% 27.4% 18.5% 19.4% 25.8%
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transnational movement has become routine and institutionalized, therefore, is-
sues relating to “Getting by” have receded into the background, since, unlike
their predecessors, migrants arriving after 1980 can count on a host of friends,
relatives, and compatriots, as well as a range of formal and informal contacts, 10
facilitate their entry and employment within the United States (Massey et al. 1994),

Perhaps the most striking trend over time is the increasing salience of Le-
gal Problems, in particular those related to documentation. From the Early Years
to the Modern Era, the percentage of retablos dealing with legal problems in-
creases from 9% to 29%; and after 1980, issues related to the acquisition of
legal documents dominate all others. This trend reflects the fact that, since the
late 1970s, U. S. law has become increasingly restrictive with respect to Mexi-
can immigration. In 1976, Mexico was placed under a quota of 20,000 immi-
grants for the first time, and in 1978 it was forced into a worldwide ceiling of
290,000 immigrants, which was subsequently reduced to 270,000 in 1980 (Jasso
and Rosenzweig 1990:28-29). These changes have made fewer immigrant visas
available to Mexican nationals, causing those who do manage to acquire papers
to be very grateful when they get them.

Retablos also provide important clues about the geographic origins and des-
tinations of U. S. migrants, as well as their sex. It is common for supplicants to
end a votive text with their name, community, and state of origin, information
that can be used to discern the gender and geographic origins of migrants to the
United States. Votive texts also commonly relate where the miraculous event
occurred, and this information can be used to discern U. S. destination sites.
Table 11.4 shows the distribution of retablos in our sample broken down by
gender, Mexican origin, and U. S. destination of the supplicant. In most cases,
the gender of the supplicant could be established from the picture or the text. In
general, men and women are about equally represented among votaries. Among
the migrants who left paintings at the shrines we considered, 46% were men,
42% were women, and 12% were classed as gender unknown. Among those
whose gender could be established from information included on the retablo,
53% were men and 47% were women,

A large number of the votive texts and paintings contained no information
about geographic origins or destinations. Some 58% of the works provided no
state or community of origin in Mexico, and 38% gave no geographic data about
the destination in the United States. Frequently a U. S. destination was indi-
cated only by the initials “E.U.” (“Estados Unidos™) or U.S.A., or by vague
references to “el norte,” The large frequency of unknown places in Mexico
probably reflects an assumption by votaries that unless the state of origin is
named, it is implicitly understood to be that where the image is located. Since
roughly 60% of the retablos in our sample are dedicated to images in Jalisco, a
large share of the “unknown" retablos probably originate in that state, one that
is notably under-represented in the frequency distribution (only 2% of the retablos
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Table 11.4
Distribution of retablos by gender, Mexican origin, and U.S. destination of supplicant
(Totals for geographic categories shown in bold, N=124)

Gender or Place N % Gender or Place N %
Gender of Supplicant U.S.Destination

Male 57 46.0 Border Region 14 11.3
Female 52 41.9 California 24 19.4
Unknown 15 12.1 Los Angeles 10 8.1
Other 14 11.3
Mexican Origin Texas 18 14.5
Guanajuato 36 29.0 Other 21 16.9
San Luis Potosi 6 4.8 Arizona 2 1.6
Other 10 8.1 Colorado (Denver) 3 2.4
Aguascalientes 1 0.8 Florida 1 0.8
Baja California 1 0.8 Idaho 1 0.8
Durango 1 0.8 Illinois (Chicago) 6 4.8
Jalisco 2 1.6 Kansas 1 0.8
Michoacan 2 1.6 Michigan 1 0.8
Tamaulipas 1 0.8 Nebraska 1 0.8
Zacatecas 2 1.6 New Mexico 3 2.4
Unknown origin 72 58.1 Ohio 1 0.8
Wisconsin 1 0.8
Unknown destination 47 37.9

in the sample refer explicitly to Jalisco), especially given this state’s promi-
nence as a migrant-sending region. Even allowing for the under-representation
of retablos from Jalisco, however, the number of votive paintings from the state
of Guanajuato is remarkable, testifying to its importance as a cradle for this
popular artistic tradition. Nearly 30% of all the retablos in our collection, and
nearly 70% of those whose origins are known, were prepared or commissioned
by someone from Guanajuato, despite the fact that around 80% of the offerings
were made to shrines in Jalisco, San Luis Potosi, or Zacatecas (see table 11.1).
A large number of supplicants must therefore have left Guanajuato to pay their
respects to an image in another state, even though Guanajuato itself has several
shrines with well-established votive traditions.

The state of Michoacan is notable for its absense in table 11.4. Despite
being situated in the heart of the west-central region, and although it tradition-
ally has been one of the most important migrant-sending states in Mexico, only
two retablos in the sample give Michoacan as a place of origin. This relative
absence probably reflects, at least in part, the Indian heritage of the state, the
homeland of the Tarascans. As discussed earlier, votive painting took hold most
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strongly in mestizo areas that were not directly evangelized by colonial priests.
The only hint of a votive tradition in Michoacan is that surrounding Nuestra
Sefiora de la Salud, in Patzcuaro (Giffords 1974). Although this icon supported
an active tradition of retablo painting before 1900 (see Montenegro 1950), it
has now died out.

Apart from Guanajuato, San Luis Potosi, the home of El Sefior del Saucito,
is the only other state of origin mentioned with any frequency (about 5% of the
retablos in our collection). Other states that receive mention are the western
states of Aguascalientes and Zacatecas, and the northern states of Baja Califor-
nia, Durango, and Tamaulipas. The community names listed on the retablos
typically refer to tiny rural hamlets, often with poetic names such as “Coesillo,”
“Rancho de la Palma,” or “Rancho el Saucillo,” suggesting the rural, campesino
origins of many migrants to the United States.

The distribution of U. S. destinations mentioned in the retablos (see table
11.4) illustrates the uneven regional concentration of Mexican migrants to the
United States (Bartel 1989; Jasso and Rosenzweig 1990). California and Texas
together account for about 35% of the retablos in the sample, and 57% of those
in which destinations could be ascertained. The most important single destina-
tion is Los Angeles (8% of the retablos in the sample), followed by Chicago
(5%) and Denver (2%). Some 12% of the texts make a vague reference to some
location along the border; and the remaining destinations are scattered through-
out the Midwestern states of Illinois, Kansas, Nebraska, Ohio, Wisconsin, or
among the Southwest states of Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico. One per-
son mentions a place name in Florida.

We can shed additional light on U. S. destinations when we examine them
by period (see table 11.3). During the Early Years, migrant destinations were
diverse and scattered, and California had not yet emerged as a significant area
of attraction. A diversity of destinations is typical of migration flows during
their early stages of development, before social networks and strong connections to
employers arise to channel people to specific sites (Jones 1981; Massey et al. 1994).

The shift to California occurred during the Bracero Era, when the U. S.
Department of Labor recruited large numbers of Mexicans for specialized work
in that state’s expanding agricultural economy. The dominance of California
continued through the Growth Years as the relative importance of other states
declined. Although destinations appear to have become more diverse again
during the Modern Era, interpretation is clouded somewhat by the rather large
number of retablos in the unknown category.

Trends in the gender composition of migrants across periods also are shown
in table 11.3. In general, sex ratios are relatively even as one moves from the
Early Years through the Growth Years of migration. It is only in the Modern
Era, after 1980, that the sex composition becomes unbalanced, with a pronounced
upward shift in the prevalence of men. The parallel increase in the frequency of
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legal problems suggests this shift may stem from the Immigration Reform and
Control Act (IRCA) of 1986, which authorized a legalization program for undocu-
mented agricultural workers, a group that is heavily male. By requiring migrants to
prove that they had worked in U. S. agriculture during 1985 or 1986, the program
put a premium on documentation and produced a bounty of retablos after in
1989 and 1990 from grateful men who had managed to qualify for legal status.
One last way to shed light on the nature of Mexico-United States migration
is to cross-tabulate gender and destination by subject category, an exercise car-
ried out in table 11.5. In general, men and women appear to be equally con-
cerned with the problems of Making the Trip and Getting by in the United States.
Within these categories, the sex composition of votaries is about even. Among
retablos dealing with Legal Problems and Medical Problems, however, female
votaries are somewhat more prevalent, comprising about 60% of the votives men-
tioning these themes. Except for the most recent period that included IRCA, there-
fore, women appear to face legal issues in migration more frequently than men.
Two categories were dominated by males, however. All of the votive paint-
ings that dealt with Finding One’s Way in the United States were prepared by
males, and 58% of those who expressed gratitude for Homecoming were like-
wise men. When the latter category is broken into votives left by migrants and
those left by family members, however, a pronounced gender disparity arises.
All of the homecoming retablos left by migrants were commissioned or executed
by men, but 62% of those offered by family members were left by women. To a
considerable extent, it seems, men migrate while women remain behind and wait.
When destinations are classified by subject categories we find, not surpris-
ingly, that retablos concerned with Making the Trip are dominated by refer-

Table 11.5
Distribution of retablo subjects by gender and U.S. destination of supplicant

Subject of Retablo
Making  Finding Legal Medical  Getting  Home-

the Trip One's Way Problems Problems By coming
Gender of Supplicant
Male 50.0%  100.0% 40.0% 42.3% 45.8% 57.9%
Female 50.0 0.0 60.0 57.7 54.2 421

U.S. Destination of Supplicant
Border Region 66.7% 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 4.4%

California 0.0 20.0 0.0 36.6 37.1 4.4
Texas 11.1 20.0 16.7 26.7 14.8 0.0
Other 0.0 20.0 16.7 26.7 18.5 13.0
Unknown 22.2 20.0 66.6 10.0 29.6 78.2

Number 18 5 18 30 27 22
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ences to the Border Region (67% of all cases). In contrast, those focusing on
Legal Problems refer to Texas or other states; and retablos dealing with life
abroad generally mention Texas or California. Among votive works covering
Medical Problems, for example, 38% are by migrants from California and 28%
by migrants from Texas, together comprising roughly two-thirds of the sample,
In the “Getting by” category, 37% are from California and 15% are from Texas
(vielding a total of 52%). In the category “Finding One’s Way,” however, U. S,
destinations are evenly distributed.

Remarkably, retablos that touch on the theme of Homecoming generally do
not mention specific U. S. place names: 78% of these retablos were coded as
destination unknown. This high figure reflects the isolation of migrants from
their family members. A majority of the homecoming retablos were left by par-
* ents, sisters, or brothers, not the migrants themselves, and these people frequently
do not know the exact whereabouts of their loved ones until they actually re-
turn, and then often only vaguely.

CONCLUSION

Many earlier studies have documented the remarkable degree to which U. S. migra-
tion has been incorporated into the social life of western Mexico (for a review see
Durand and Massey 1992). This finding is hardly novel. Most prior works, how-
ever, have relied on the standard tools of social science: ethnographic fieldwork,
statistical analyses, and case studies. These approaches lead to an abstract un-
derstanding that is divorced from the emotional reality of the underlying behavior.
Retablos provide a more tangible and compelling view of the complex phenom-
enon of international migration, one that packs considerably more punch than
mere statistics. Although we can reproduce only one of them here (see front
cover), the 40 color plates contained in Durand and Massey (1995) give a hint
of the emotional power of retablos as compelling works of popular art.

Retablos reveal unambiguously and unequivocally the degree to which
U. S. migration has become a core part of the collective experience of the Mexi-
can people. Working in the United States is now an institutionalized feature of
that nation’s culture and society. It has been interwoven into the rituals of daily
religious life and has itself transformed those rituals. In western Mexico, seeing
a retablo signed in Los Angeles, Dallas, or Chicago is as natural seeing one
from Guadalajara, Morelia, or Leén.

At present, hundreds of thousands of families in western Mexico have a
member on “the other side” and know firsthand about the joys, privations, sor-
rows, and devotions of migratory life. Migrants customarily maintain close ties

i
"
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with their relatives at home, and while working abroad, they dream of returning
to build a house, open a store, buy land, or retire in luxury. And if these dreams
remain elusive, at least they can look forward 1o making a visit to the local shrine to
pay homage to a venerated image. Each year thousands make such a pilgrimage to
appear before images of the Virgin located in Zapopan, Talpa, and San Juan, or to
thank images of Christ in Mineral de Cata, San Luis Potosi, San Felipe, or Plateros.

Retablos are important because they depict a side of migration usually not
told in statistical reports or even in detailed interviews with migrants. Going to
el norte has become a rite of passage for young men, synonymous with adven-
ture, excitement, and personal esteem. It represents a source of pride and satis-
faction for those who return with goods and money. Success in the United States
is a frequent subject of boasts and exaggerated stories. In this atmosphere, those
who have not fared well are apt to remain silent. They do not want people to -
think they were lazy or afraid. Only to a sacred image can they tell the truth and
reveal their true stories of sadness, fear, and apprehension.

Retablos testify to the feelings and experiences of people who migrate back
and forth to work in a strange land. In Diego Rivera’s (1979:35) words, they are
“the one true...pictorial expression of the Mexican people,” and they get at the
heart of the matter in a way that academic reports never can. After looking at
the pictures presented here, and seeing how deeply migration has become rooted
in the popular culture of western Mexico, one intuitively grasps why simply
passing a new law or changing a bureaucratic regulation will not easily end the
ongoing flow of people across the border. For better or for worse, international
migration is pulling Mexico and the United States closer together and blending
their peoples and cultures in new and exciting ways. The process of binational
union is now far too advanced to be controlled easily by the political and eco-
nomic actors who set it in motion. Whatever one’s feelings about it, the cultural
synthesis embodied in these retablos is probably the way of the future.
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Puerto Rican Transnational Migration
and Identity

Impact of English-Language Acquisition
on Length of Stay in the United States

Azara L. Santiago-Rivera and Carlos E. Santiago

ur conception of transnational migration is of a process in which indi.\ri-

duals and/or their families cross borders, leading to the emergence of sig-
nificant communities of migrants (and return migrants) in the regions of origin
and of destination. Upon reaching a threshold level of immigration, the process
of migration and return to the country of origin takes on a unique dynamic .that
fosters continuous migratory movements that are independent of the original
causes of migration. This interpretation is consistent with Massey et al.’s (1994)
view of cumulative causation in migration.! Thus, transnational migration is
fundamentally transformative, impacting the regions of origin and of destina-
tion as well as the migrants themselves. :

At an aggregate level, transnational migrants serve as agents of societal
change. There are two fundamentally important features. First, the process of
transnational migration leads to the establishment of communities of emigrants
and immigrants whose numbers have surpassed a threshold level such that they
impact surrounding nonmigrant communities—in effect, moving b_e;_(ond I.I'.le
enclave. Second, these communities are continually fed by new participants in
this process of mobility, creating a back and forth syncretized transmission of
ideas, attitudes, and cultural behaviors.

The nature of transnational migration implies an increase in the impor-
tance of the role of language acquisition and maintenance compared with the




