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TO MY STUDENTS AT AMHERST COLLEGE







PREFACE TO THE TWENTY-FIFTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

ILAN STAVANS

An anniversary is not only a tool through which to measure passing time, but an opportunity to appreciate how much we have changed as well. In the twenty-five years since Latino USA: A Cartoon History was published, the world has been radically transformed, and so has our perspective of it. But unlike many books that remain locked in their moment, this one has stayed relevant. In fact, it has changed with the times, and, perhaps more significantly, it has helped change things around it.

The collaboration that resulted in it started last century, which feels like ages ago. Lalo Alcaraz and I didn’t know each other. We were both young, he a popular, independently minded San Diego–born Chicano cartoonist unafraid to use his art to denounce injustice and hypocrisy, and I an ambitious Mexican scholar eager to break down the isolating walls of academia and speak to the larger world.

One day, out of the blue, I reached out to him. What I most appreciated was his irreverent humor. It reminded me of artists I had grown up with: José Guadalupe Posada, Kalimán, and Condorito, and particularly Eduardo Humberto del Río García, or “Rius,” whose micro-histories (he was the creator of Marx for Beginners) about all sorts of topics—the Catholic Church, the Aztecs, birth control, and the Bolshevik Revolution—were an invaluable tool to educate the masses, a comic-strip version of a Wikipedia entry after it was rewritten by a drunk stand-up comedian. Rius was also behind Los Agachados, a 1970s cartoon series he used to explore the central myths of Mexican history.

Although we have only been in the same place on a couple of occasions, we had plenty of conversations. As soon as one of us would propose a topic, the other would put it under the “ha-ha-ha grinder.” We laughed our pants off.

After the initial back-and-forth, our book morphed into a history of Latinos from the viewpoint of a set of stereotypes: the proletarian character Cantinflas, a calavera, a toucan, a teacher, the publisher, and the author and cartoonists themselves. Highbrow and popular culture needed to find a common ground. These characters would interject all kinds of commentaries, showcasing the fact that the past is never an arbitrary gathering of events but one that, when interwoven, has a clear-cut agenda. The cacophony of voices served our agenda by encouraging the reader to hang on to their skepticism. When added together, what do the events in these pages elucidate?

Mostly, together we wanted to find a language capable of simultaneously educating and entertaining a young generation of Latinos who lack textbooks that present major Latino events as part of national history. We wanted the illustrations to feel rugged, unfinished. We wanted to showcase a variety of points of view. And we wanted to leave our audience with a sense of mission. Is this land ours, too?

We tried our luck with the New York publishing industry, which did not seem to believe there was a Latino readership out there. A slew of authors of diverse Hispanic backgrounds had been published by established houses (Sandra Cisneros, Oscar Hijuelos, Julia Alvarez, Cristina García, et al.) but the target audience was still non-Latinos. Even so, the success went beyond our wildest expectations. The book garnered rave reviews, a number of them in important places. A few negative ones, even strongly worded, also came in. It was obvious we had touched a nerve.

Within weeks, correspondence arrived from many quarters: middle schoolers, sociologists, judges, linguists, college professors, and so on. It became difficult to keep up with the response. There were invitations to radio and TV shows, debates on this or that scene, podcasts, interviews in newspapers, a proposed streaming show, and many more. Activists, teachers, politicians, judges, poets, and others invoked the book in all kinds of places. Portions were reproduced as pamphlets, T-shirts, and posters. Academic studies were written about it. Exhilarated, a decade later Alcaraz and I put together The Most Imperfect Union, a contrarian history of the United States, which went on to become a New York Times bestseller.

It is therefore not surprising that the book has lasted all these years—but what’s really interesting is how it has changed over a quarter of a century. For a narrative to endure, successive readers have to see themselves reflected in it in different ways. Latinos have finally made headway into the American middle class. Since the start of the new millennium, one constantly hears about “firsts”: the first Latina Supreme Court Justice, the first Latino superhero, the first Spanglish translation of The Little Prince, etc. A Smithsonian museum dedicated to Latinos—an “official” portrait, destined to have a place in the National Mall—is in the works. Even the way the community describes itself has changed: from Latin, Hispanic, Spanish-speaking, and Latino, we have become Latina/o, Latin@, Latine, and Latinx, not to mention Californios, TexMex, Dominicanish, and a thousand other varieties.

The antidote to prejudice isn’t more prejudice; instead, it is a sense that no matter how many obstacles one finds, we should not be distracted by petty emotions. Indeed, to me what the book does best is use humor as a mechanism for change. It has been said that humor is anger with makeup on. I don’t think so. Humor denounces human excess: xenophobia, intolerance, bigotry. These days, the humor of Latino USA is palpable in Hollywood movies, stand-up comedy, graphic novels, and countless memes on social media.

It goes without saying that each Latino subgroup has its own sense of humor, rooted in its experience. A given group might use it in a self-deprecating way, but it also employs it to confront adversity. And then there is Latino humor, the sum-up of all other varieties. At its best, humor cures. Judging by the reaction of people, this book appears to have helped heal more than a few wounds. Or at least, it has contributed to appreciating from a new perspective.

With all its updates (the previous one was done for the fifteenth anniversary), Latino USA is irrevocably part of Latino history. Even the graphic style—especially in the lettering—has changed with the introduction of new technology. The book was born out of decades of unrest, from the wars of independence in the nineteenth century to the Civil Rights era in the 1960s, although it symbolizes rebellion as presented from the mainstream—a manifesto for change and proof that such change is possible. It is a textbook as well as an aesthetic artifact. The ways of humanity are inscrutable: future generations will find in it what they may.

Alcaraz and I are now older, more seasoned. Having been outsiders, we are part of the status quo. We still laugh until it hurts.







NOTE TO THE FIFTEENTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

It isn’t really fifteen years, more like twelve. But time feels longer when news is baaaaaaaad. While Latinos are the country’s largest (more than fifty million), its move to the middle class now appears to go at turtle-speed.

Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor is in the Supreme Court. But is she a token? If demography sets the tone, shouldn’t there be a Mexican, a Cuban, or a Dominican? Why are so many of us poor, in jail, or being deported? Is the United States truly a democracy? This new edition adds an entirely new Part 5 into the contents in which major historical events such as 9/11 and the “war on terror” are discussed, as are the immigration debate and the Dream Act, Arizona’s racial-profiling law and its dismantling of Ethnic Studies, the economic recession that started in 2008, and other unwelcome news.

Should Latino USA be updated every decade and a half? Why not!!!! As long as Latinos remain mere cartoons in the nation’s mosaic, the narrators in this retelling—Calavera, the Teacher, Toucán, Cantinflas, and the Author—should find something to complain about. And to ridicule. Laughter is an antidote to pain.







FOREWORD

¡¡¡Splash!!! ¡¡¡Kaboom!!! Ay diosito, y ahora, ¿quién nos salvará?

—Kalimán: El hombre increíble

Pop art, the highbrows say, is junk. It results, so the argument goes, from the masses wanting to satisfy their spiritual thirst without any sense of refinement. Pure art is the result of an artist’s finding an aesthetic way to channel his purposeful alienation from society into an original and authentic creation. But pop art—in German, kitsch—is art by imitation: second-rate, derivative, a hand-me-down. It does not come about out of inspiration but is assembled, manufactured, and thus, has no soul to speak of.

The problem with this view, of course, is that it is utterly false, to say nothing of snobbish and supercilious. If everything popular is by definition unworthy and inadequate, then all modernity, from beginning to end, is counterfeit, particularly in the vast regions of the globe where Europe was for endless years the sole provider of so-called legitimate art.

I came of age in Mexico, in the 1970s, surrounded by fast food, American TV sitcoms, cartoons, and Muzak. “Is there a true national art?” asked the intellectuals, distressed by the prevailing “colonial” mentality. The United States is nothing but artificial, they claimed, looking instead to Mexico’s rich past. Why, then, I might have retorted, does the country need so much trash to survive? Why is Star Wars so popular? Furthermore, why is pop art in Mexico—soaps, comic strips, rock music—so deceptive? They would point
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