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Series Editors Foreword

The field of comparative and international education requires its researchers, teachers, and students to examine educational issues, policies, and practices in ways that extend beyond the immediate contexts with which they are most accustomed. To do so means that one must constantly embrace engagement with the unfamiliar, a task that can be daunting because authority within academic disciplines and fields of study is often constructed according to convention at the expense of imagination and creativity. Comparative and international education as an academic field is rich and eclectic, with a long tradition of theoretical and methodological diversity as well as an openness to innovation and experimentation. However, as it is not immune to the conformist—especially disciplinary—pressures that give academic scholarship much of its legitimacy, we believe it important to highlight the importance of research and writing that is creative, thought-provoking and, where necessary, transgressive. This series offers comparative and international educators and scholars the space to extend the boundaries of the field, encouraging them to investigate the ways in which under-appreciated social thought and theorists may be applied to comparative work and educational concerns in new and exciting ways. It especially welcomes scholarly work that focuses upon themes that have been under-researched and under-theorized but whose importance is easily discernible. It further supports work whose theoretical grounding is centered in knowledge traditions that come from the Global South and welcomes perspectives including those that are associated with post-foundational theorizing, non-Western epistemologies, and performative approaches to working with educational problems and challenges. In these ways, this series provides a space for alternative thinking about the role of comparative research in reimagining the social.

It is thus fitting that Resonances of El Chavo del Ocho in Latin American Childhood, Schooling, and Societies is the initial volume in the New Directions in Comparative and International Education series. Its basic concept is that the enduring popularity of a television program broadcast throughout Latin America for many decades can best be understood by examining the plasticity with which its images are reinterpreted within multiple political, social, and cultural contexts. Through relying upon theoretical frameworks that draw from literary, cultural, media studies, and social theory, Resonances of El Chavo del Ocho raises important questions regarding the relationship between childhood and modernity, the nature of social class and its impact upon dependency and futuristic aspiration, and the connections between family, schooling, and community. It thus casts new light upon conventional analyses of the possibilities for agency in the midst of neoliberalism and does so by drawing upon an eclectic sampling of theory and method. While comparisons can inevitably be drawn with conventional television programs and other media forms emanating from the Global North, this is very much a project with a Global South focus. One of the most exciting attributes about the volume is its honesty in showcasing perspectives that are at variance with one another and are occasionally contradictory. It remains for the reader to sort out the very real ambiguities that color our interpretations of text and image.



Irving Epstein and Stephen Carney



Introduction

Resonances of El Chavo del 8 in Latin American Childhood, Schooling, and Societies

Daniel Friedrich and Erica Colmenares

¡Fue sin querer queriendo! ¡Se me chispoteó! Eso, eso, eso. ¡Es que no me tienen paciencia! Mention any of these catchphrases to almost any Latin American aged five and up and brace yourself for an impassioned account of the person’s experiences with and alongside El Chavo del 8, possibly the most famous creation of Mexican author/comedian/director/producer/actor Roberto Gómez Bolaños (aka Chespirito, a play on the Spanish pronunciation of Shakespeare). The television show, which at the peak of its popularity in the mid-1970s reached an approximate audience of 350 million per episode across the Americas, has left an indelible mark on the lives of multiple generations across the region, and is still extremely popular through reruns, spinoffs, and merchandise.

El Chavo del 8 is a character unlike any other, although singling out the reasons for its success seems like an impossible task. The sketch’s setup consists of a small group of adult actors, most of them acting as children, who live in a Mexican vecindad, a lower-class housing complex. El Chavo himself is an orphan who lives in a wine barrel (although he states now and then that he actually lives in Apartment 8, a fact that is never confirmed in the show). The character most people fear or despise is the landlord. The humor relies on a mix of physical comedy and verbal jokes, with a simplicity that appeals to the youngest audiences, yet engages older viewers through nostalgia and tenderness. This seemingly uncomplicated format, however, has produced an unprecedented phenomenon, warranting creative approaches to account for its effects on producing particular visions of Latin American childhood, schooling, and societies.

This edited volume challenged different scholars from Latin America to engage in thinking about images of schooling and childhood, Latin American-ness, affect, media, class, and other such topics through El Chavo’s narratives, images, sounds, and experiences of viewership. There are not many instances where the same cultural product has traveled through Latin America, leaving a lasting impact of several decades, yet with specific effects because of the unique ways it was received in each location, at different times, in different political moments. The book invited reflection from an international perspective, without attempting to compare or reach consensus on any ultimate meanings of the work. Instead, it was conceived more as a rhizomatic approach to reading El Chavo; El Chavo might be this, and that, and that, and that … Exploring the connections between visual culture studies and transcultural curriculum studies, the chapters contained in this volume navigate a space of transnational poetics of living with popular culture.

This introduction will provide readers unfamiliar with the show with a brief description of the main characters, settings, and logics, as well as a discussion of the context of emergence of the show and its spread through the continent, as a way of partly framing the chapters. Given the focus of the book, Roberto Gómez Bolaños’s biography will be barely touched upon, privileging instead a theoretical framework that will allow us to see El Chavo and its effects in their multiplicity, their tensions and contradictions, their entanglements with and against power, acknowledging always the impossibility of taking a fully analytic approach with regard to such an affectively loaded product.

Both of us editors are Latin Americans, part of a generation that grew up in the 1980s and thus deeply implicated in the production of subjectivities tied to El Chavo. We participated in the Latin America that allowed El Chavo to emerge as a continental phenomenon, while we are also aspects of the Latin America produced by El Chavo. This applies to all the contributors and, as such, this introduction—and the book as a whole—could never play into the modernist myth of an object of study that is distinct from the observer, an objective analysis in which the researcher is forever struggling to distance himself from both the analysis and his own persona. While this myth has been contested for over half a century, the study of pop culture adds a new layer to this conversation. Unless one is willing to situate oneself outside the people that constitute the “popular” in pop culture—something neither one of us is willing to do—one is necessarily implicated in the phenomena one is studying. Analyzing a show like El Chavo del 8, a show that was not influential somewhere else, for other people, but that we ran back from school to watch, that was an integral part of our childhoods, is not an obstacle, but a challenge to deploy alternative theoretical lenses. These frameworks need to account for our own experiences, the ways in which catchphrases and body ticks move(d) us, the pleasure we gained from viewing the same gags over and over, the tensions we embodied in laughing with and about an extremely poor child who lived in a barrel, among others. In this sense, our interest somewhat mirrors that of Elizabeth Chin (2016), who in her own consumer diaries is fascinated by Marx’s collection of napkins and his affective connections to these commodities while still critiquing the capitalist order that produced them in the first place.

What was El Chavo del 8?

El Chavo del 8 was created by Roberto Gómez Bolaños in 1971, as one of a set of characters that he would portray in his show Chespirito. All of Gómez Bolaños’s characters tended to be noble, yet demonstrated failed or flawed traits. El Chapulín Colorado, for example, was a parody of American superheroes: “More agile than a turtle … more noble than lettuce … his logo is a heart!,” announced a deep voice as Chespirito’s tiny frame jumped around in red tights, ready to embark on ridiculous adventures where he would more often than not end up being rescued by the “victims” that had called on him for help. El Chómpiras was a petty thief who never managed to get away with any bounty, El Doctor Chapatín made his patients sicker than the lack of treatment they were enduring until he arrived, and Chaparrón Bonaparte refused to go back to the mental institution he had escaped from. Yet no other character hit audiences as hard or as deep as El Chavo del 8. El Chavo was perhaps the least outlandish of Chespirito’s creations: an extremely poor orphan, always with good intentions and an empty stomach as his main motivator. No powers, mental health issues, or criminal records. Just a poor kid from the vecindad.

El Chavo was also the only sketch of Chespirito’s in which all the other characters became independently recognizable household names. La Chilindrina, the wise-cracking girl in love with him, tricked everybody to get what she wanted. Her single father, Don Ramón, never held a stable job and strived to escape from the landlord, always lacking money to pay the rent. Quico lived with his mom, Doña Florinda, and struggled to retain the remnants of a former middle-class life with new toys that were paraded in front of other kids, perhaps to cover for the fact that they were living in the same vecindad as la chusma [the rabble]. Profesor Jirafales, the schoolteacher, was the only character who effectively possessed the cultural capital that distinguished him from the inhabitants of the vecindad, yet his prudish love story with Doña Florinda always kept him close. The landlord, Señor Barriga, symbolized wealth through a name that reflected his rotund body shape; his son, Ñoño, brought his higher economic capital to bear in every interaction with the rest of the children. Finally, we have Doña Clotilde, or La Bruja del 71, who—while never given much of a back story—was an older woman and the subject of numerous ageist jokes.

This ensemble inhabited la vecindad, which became the other living, breathing character in the show. Vecindades were housing complexes in which a central patio was surrounded by slum apartments. They had shared bathrooms and laundry rooms, and tended to be populated by renters who could barely make ends meet (for a fuller description of the history and role of vecindades, see Cabrera and Carbajal Romero in this volume). The show rarely left this setting, with the exception of skits that took place in El Chavo’s school and an unusual pair of episodes in Acapulco. After watching hundreds of episodes that took place in the housing complex, we all became part of the vecindad—it became another place for us to hang out.

El Chavo del 8, as a character, is surrounded by mysteries. Two of them, linked to his moniker, stand out. First, Chavo is not a name, but a term for “lad.” No one knows his name, and on the few occasions where he is about to say it, he is interrupted and both the other characters and the audience are left with an unsolved puzzle. Second, where did he live? Every time El Chavo got sad or lonely, he retreated into a wine barrel. On many occasions he is seen yawning and stretching as he comes out of the barrel, having just woken up from a nap. However, he insists every now and then that the barrel is not his home, but rather apartment 8.1 Who does he live with? Who pays the rent? How did he get there? Is this all part of his imagination, or a way of avoiding the shame of admitting he is homeless? Yet a mystery of a different kind encouraged us to edit this volume: How is it possible for a character with these features to have moved, affected, and mostly entertained (sometimes reducing us to tears of laughter) swaths of generations across time and space?

The emergence of El Chavo as a phenomenon requires some contextualization and a set of caveats. While any attempt at setting up a scene for a whole continent across a decade could seem helpful for an unfamiliar readership, as incomplete as it may be, we want to resist the temptation to relate context to effect in a causal relation. We do not exactly know why El Chavo became such a success, and providing competing narratives about Latin America in the 1970s is not our way of answering that question, but merely a way of situating the show within a grid with its own sets of absences and presences (Puiggrós, 1996) based on our own contingent limitations and preferences.

Politically, Latin America was going through one of its




El Chavo as rhizome


El Chavo as rhizomatic curriculum





How does this book work?



Plateau I: El Chavo Encounters Latin American Education and Childhoods




Plateau II: El Chavo’s Encounters With Other Latin American Societies and Cultural Artifacts




Plateau III: El Chavo’s Media-ted Encounters



Conclusion






Notes




References























OPS/images/cover.jpg
NEW DIRECTIONS IN COMPARATIVE AND INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION

Edited by Daniel Friedrich
and Erica Colmenares

AR
e

e “
S O N, X, P> 2 e '
Z X é " v "P 3N “ T
Sy 5 75 0, 4 A 2 ess
L., s : AR Y 5 §
. el N
Y .' . - o » o3
PAEs g S .
%y . 4
N -
.
L]

Resonances of
El Chavo del Ocho
in Latin American

Childhood, Schooling,
and Societies

BLOOMSUBURY






OPS/images/title.jpg
Resonances of El Chavo del Ocho in
Latin American Childhood,
Schooling, and Societies

Edited by Daniel Friedrich and Erica Colmenares

Bloomsbury Academic
An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

BLOOMSUBURY

LONDON + OXFORD » NEW YORK +« NEW DELHI « SYDNEY





